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 Academic success in college may be defined in different ways. In The College 
Success Book: A Whole-Student Approach to Academic Excellence, Groccia (1992) 
wrote, “Attaining academic success requires that you become flexible in your study 
habits and learn to modify them to fit new learning environments” (p. 3). Browne and 
Keeley (1997) have suggested that the right attitude and good strategies combine to equal 
excellence in college. Then, the question arises; can “academic success” be defined in 
terms other than excellence? 
 Kuh, Kinzie, Schuh, Whitt, and associates (2005) advised there is no single 
blueprint for student success. “The institutional mission statement should emphasize and 
define what student success means in the local context” (p. 299). Kuh et al. believed 
“students who cannot discern meaning from their college activities often report academic 
difficulty or social isolation, and are at risk of leaving school” (p. 109).  
Former New York Yankee baseball Hall of Fame catcher Yogi Berra has been 
quoted as saying, “You got to be careful if you don’t know where you’re going, because 
you might get there” (1998, p. 102).  Groccia (1992) linked academic success to goal 
achievement and advised students: 
Having career goals helps provide direction and focuses your attention on 
attainable outcomes of the educational process. Knowing where you are going 
with your academic program, in terms of clear goals, helps stimulate and maintain 
motivation. Motivation has been shown to be a critical component of academic 
success. Therefore, clarifying your career goals can result in immediate as well as 







Berra added, “If you don’t set goals, you can’t regret not reaching them” (p. 103). 
Webster defined to succeed as “to accomplish something desired or intended” 
(Webster’s II New Riverside University Dictionary, 1984). Schools have established 
policies to help insure that students are successful in achieving their goals. In such a 
policy, The University of Maryland (2004, para. 1) stated, “The goal of the Student 
Academic Success-Degree Completion Policy is to promote undergraduate student 
success.” The policy requires students to complete required courses, have appropriate 
grades, and meet certain progress benchmarks. This will allow “all students to 
demonstrate continuing progress in their majors” (para. 2). 
 The U.S. Department of Education has defined satisfactory academic progress in 
the Code of Federal Regulations (CFR). Institutions who desire to participate in the Title 
IV, Higher Education Assistance program are required to have a standard that insures 
undergraduate students complete their program of study in no more than 150 percent of 
the published length of the educational program. At the same time, students must 
demonstrate acceptable grades or completion of work projects (Code of Federal 
Regulations, 34CFR668.16). Lincoln University of Missouri, which has such a program, 
states “The mission of Academic Success and Student Retention is to provide academic 
support using a comprehensive array of activities and services to assist students 
throughout their journey to a successful graduation” (2006, Mission Statement). 
Students who wish to succeed in college must take an active role in their learning, 
according to Browne and Keeley (1997). To be an active learner, the student must stay in 
school. This links academic success directly to persistence. However, more college 






1993). Tinto pointed out that there are serious consequences for both students who drop 
out of college, and for their schools. 
Dr. Boyce Watkins, who earned a Ph.D. from The Ohio State University, also tied 
academic success to persistence. In explaining why he believes he was a successful 
student in college he said, “I sometimes failed tests, I received bad grades from time to 
time, and there were periods when I endured intense humiliation. But I persisted…” 
(2004, pp. 1-2). Dr. Watkins added, “…you have to go into the situation ready to work as 
hard as you can to solve your problems and reach your goals. Never ever give up, 
because giving up is the only way to guarantee that you have NO CHANCE to be 
successful” (p. 46). 
One benefit of persistence and completing a college degree is access to higher 
paying, and more prestigious careers. The National Center for Educational Statistics 
(2006) reported that in 2004 males between the ages of 25 and 34 who completed the 
bachelor’s degree or higher had annual earnings 67% higher than a male high school 
graduate. This is an increase from a 19% advantage in 1980. Females with a bachelor’s 
degree or higher, earned 68% more than females with a high school diploma, or the 
equivalent.  
Prior to 1990, most research into the problem of student retention focused on 
four-year institutions. However, Pascarella and Terenzini (2005) found that 40 percent 
of students enrolled in college in the U.S. are now attending community colleges. Thus, 
community colleges are greatly impacting career training, and this includes training for a 






Less than 20 percent of the schools certificated by the Federal Aviation 
Administration to train pilots and maintenance technicians are identified as universities or 
colleges. Another eight percent of aviation programs are taught in community colleges; 
the majority of these programs are for training aircraft maintenance technicians (U. S. 
Department of Transportation, Federal Aviation Administration [FAA], 2006).  This 
suggests that more than two-thirds of the students entering aviation training are not 
degree seeking students. Still, they are completing “some college” and the National 
Center for Educational Statistics report showed that students completing “some college” 
have greater earnings than high school graduates (see Table 1).  
Table 1 
Median Annual Earnings of Full-time, Full-year Workers Ages 25-34  
Selected Years, 1980 – 2004          
        1980        1985        1990        1995        2000        2004  
  Male Totals     $40,600   $39,100   $36,700   $34,200   $37,800   $36,300 
    High school graduate     38,800     35,200     32,000     29,700     32,300     30,400      
    Some college      40,800     39,800     37,600     33,000     38,000     36,400 
    Bachelor’s degree or higher   46,300     48,200     46,000     46,400     50,900     50,700 
  Female Totals      27,600     29,100     28,900     27,500     30,100     31,000 
     High school graduate     25,500     25,000     23,700     21,800     23,500     24,000 
     Some college      27,800     28,900     29,000     26,700     27,800     28,800 
     Bachelor’s degree or higher   34,100     36,900     38,800     37,300     39,900     40,300  
 Note: Earnings in constant 2004 dollars. Adapted from “Economic Outcomes: Annual Earnings of   
 Young Adults,” National Center for Educational Statistics, 2006, The Condition of Education 2006,  
 (supplemental table 22-1).          
  
Attending college can have more than an economic impact on students. Pascarella 
and Terenzini (2005) listed several areas where college changes students. These include, 






development” (p. 572). Westbrook (1991) wrote that the shaping of character, “the moral 
and political agenda of schooling, is sometimes termed the ‘hidden curriculum’” (p.104). 
Pascarella and Terenzini believed that these attempts to change students may be positive 
or negative. If students do not share the views of peers and faculty, and view them as 
contrary to their personal goals, the students may ultimately withdraw. This can lead to 
high attrition rates. 
When attrition is high, loss of revenue may hit proprietary schools hard if the 
schools are tuition driven. Accrediting bodies monitor completion rates at schools and 
may impose probation, or worse, on schools where attrition is excessive. Failure to meet 
Department of Education standards for academic performance may result in a school 
becoming ineligible for student financial aid (Accrediting Commission of Career Schools 
and Colleges of Technology [ACCSCT], 2006). Such action could be catastrophic for a 
proprietary school. According to Tinto (1993), “Some institutions, primarily the smaller 
tuition-driven colleges, have teetered on the brink of financial collapse. Indeed, many 
have closed their doors in recent years with many more predicted to follow suit” (p. 2). 
In many cases a third group is adversely affected by a high student drop-out rate. 
Employers may rely on schools to provide the highly skilled workers needed in industries 
such as aviation. “Collegiate training…is already the major training route for certificated 
maintenance technicians and is likely to become an increasingly important pathway for 
pilots as military training opportunities decline” (Hansen & Oster, 1997, p. 81). When 
schools fail to produce enough qualified graduates, it may force companies to compete 
for new employees to fill job openings. This competition can drive up the price of labor, 






that government reports indicate approximately 72 percent of national income is used to 
compensate employees.  
Student attrition is a problem at aviation schools also. The Federal Aviation 
Administration (1996) estimated that approximately fifty percent of students who entered 
aviation maintenance training competed the training. Attrition at the school in this study 
has consistently been above sixty percent for the past ten years (Dean of College 
Programs, personal communication, July 21, 2003). In 2006 the school reported to an 
advisory panel that of 77 students starting a program in one year, 48 students withdrew. 
Statement of the Problem 
 While this researcher found no industry-wide report on student attrition, the 
school in this study reported completion rates from only 22% to 56% for the programs 
offering Associate of Applied Science degrees. Three of the programs reported 
completion rates that are below the standards for accreditation established by the 
ACCSCT (personal communication, Senior Vice-President for Education, March 7, 
2007). In addition, the reasons why students choose to leave school are not fully 
understood. To be successful, students must remain in school. As Watkins (2004) stated, 
dropping out of college is a sure way to guarantee that the student will not succeed. 
Without understanding the reasons for student attrition at aviation schools, it is 
impossible to improve retention rates and address the negative effects on these important 
industry training providers. 
Purpose of the Research 
 The purpose of this study was to describe the reasons why students choose careers 






electronics), and to determine if there is a relationship between the reasons for career 
choice and student academic success in aviation training, when “academic success” is 
defined as program completion. 
Important as it is to reduce student attrition, before the problem can be solved the 
reasons why students choose to leave school, or choose not to persist, need to be better 
understood. Tinto (1993) stated that until the reasons for students departing were 
understood, it would be difficult to determine what helped students to persist in their 
training. However, Moxley, Najor-Durack, and Dumbrigue (2001) stated that retention is 
more than keeping students in school. “It is also about helping each student develop as a 
successful student…” (p. 192). 
Kuh et al. (2005) claimed that the best predictors of student success are academic 
preparation and motivation. Prior studies have shown student academic success to be 
positively correlated with student motivation. Covington (2000) urged more research be 
done in the area of student achievement and motivation. Covington asserted that little is 
understood concerning the relationship between students’ personal goals and motivation. 
Why a student chooses one goal (for example a career in aviation) over others was not 
clear. Achievement goal theory suggests that students who valued what was being 
learned (and therefore what was being taught) would be more likely to succeed in their 
studies.  
Research Questions 
To better understand the reasons why some students choose to persist in their 
training, certain general questions need to be addressed: (a) What factors influenced 






students then choose to change their career goals? (c) How did the reasons that formed 
the basis for choosing that career relate to the students’ success in their field of training? 
This line of reasoning suggested the following research questions which guided 
this study: 
1. What are the reasons participating students had for choosing to pursue a career 
in aviation as a pilot or as an aviation technician (airframe and powerplant or 
aviation electronics? 
 2. What are the academic success rates of the participants in this study? 
3. Is there a relationship between the reasons for the students’ aviation career 
choice and their academic success? 
Rationale for a Mixed-Method Study 
 This study used a mixed-method empirical design that incorporated both 
quantitative and qualitative data gathering and analysis techniques. Shavelson (1996) 
defined the broad purpose of empirical research in the behavioral sciences as a method to 
“provide answers to questions about behavior by using the scientific method” (p. 4).  
Shavelson added that “the purposes of behavioral research, in more specific 
terms, are to describe, predict, and control behavior” (p. 5). In this study, the descriptive 
purpose was served by the quantitative data from the research survey. Shavelson also 
pointed out that the scientific method, which is generally associated with the quantitative 
research method, is not the only possible way of conducting research.  
Departing from the quantitative model, Mertens (1998) listed three reasons for the 
selection of qualitative methods for research. One reason is that qualitative methods may 






examined students’ reasons for choosing one career over others.  It described reasons 
why students make career choices, and did not attempt to predict or control behavior. The 
desire to investigate and describe more deeply the reasons for students’ career choices 
prompted the addition of qualitative techniques to this study. 
When Braxton (2000b) wrote that research into the problem of student retention 
should be both qualitative and quantitative, he did not exclude possible studies using only 
qualitative or only quantitative methods. However, Crotty (1998) pointed out, “Our 
research can be qualitative or quantitative, or both qualitative and quantitative, without 
this being in any way problematic” (p. 15).  
This study used data from a survey to describe reasons students chose careers in 
aviation, a quantitative procedure. In addition, qualitative interviews were used to add 
more detailed reasons about why students chose to persist in their training. This 
researcher chose a mixed-method study in the belief that qualitative methods would add 
depth to the quantitative element of the study.   
Theoretical Framework 
This study examined reasons for choosing a career in aviation, academic success 
rates of aviation students, and the relationship between these variables. It was grounded 
in the assumption that students must persist to be successful in an academic pursuit and 
that their goals and attitudes are factors in this persistence. 
Vincent Tinto, who is recognized as one of the leading researchers in the area of 
student retention and departure, hypothesized (1993) that for students to persist in 
college, they must be successfully integrated into the internal social communities of the 






external communities and student characteristics on academic persistence. He posited that 
influences on college student persistence and departure decisions were derived from four 
theoretical frameworks: economic, organization, psychological, and sociological. 
In Tinto’s terms, Braxton’s organizational framework can be viewed as internal, 
while his economic, psychological, and sociological frameworks can be viewed as 
external. According to Braxton, these four sources impact students’ social integration and 
thus their decision to persist or depart from an academic program. Moxley et al. (2001) 
agreed with Braxton’s stance that influences on social integration, and thus on persistence 
decisions, could be external to the college institution. They specifically related external 
communities directly to career decision, explaining that these associations could help 
students make career decisions and to realize the value of their education. 
Several other theoretical positions support the relationship proposed by Moxley et 
al. (2001) that external influences and factors impact students’ career choices and 
decisions. Groccia’s (1992) position was that students’ externally-acquired attitudes and 
expectations affect the outcome of their college experience and that “students who are 
pursuing identified majors and following career paths find it easier to adjust to the 
academic, social, and emotional demands that come with college life” (p. 41). In terms of 
the persistence theories of Tinto (1993) and Braxton (2000b), external influences affect 
the career choices of students, but once these choices are made, students are more 
successful in integrating into the school’s internal community, which, in turn, facilitates 
persistence to successful completion of the career training program. 
Stage and Hossler (2000) agreed that students’ externally-acquired views of self 






students’ goals and their success in college and that how students have gathered 
information about college and careers may be linked to retention. They proposed that the 
effects of external influences such as parents, teachers, and friends on students’ career 
choices may play a role in students’ “subsequent satisfaction, and possibly ultimate 
persistence” (p. 182). Braxton (2000b) related this notion to the theoretical position he 
shared with Tinto by suggesting that these career influences and choices may help 
explain how students may be integrated into the social communities of the school, such as 
student organizations, professional organizations, and community groups. The level of 
success of this integration influences, in turn, students’ decisions to persist in or depart 
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The interrelationships of these various theoretical positions in a theoretical 
framework for this study are shown in Figure 1. The conceptual logic of this framework 
led the researcher to the substantive hypothesis that relationships would be found in this 
study between the reasons students made a decision to enter an aviation career (i.e. the 
factors that influenced that decision) and their persistence or academic success in an 
aviation training program. If such relationships exist, then understanding how students 
have arrived at this career goal may aid in predicting if they will be successful. 
Researcher Perspective  
 
Rossman and Rallis (2003) asserted that researcher bias can never be eliminated. 
 
This researcher has worked for over 50 years in aviation, over 25 years as an instructor 
and administrator at the school where students were selected for this study. As a result, 
the researcher entered the study with certain ideas about what characteristics students 
should possess to be successful in their training. However, it was recognized that these 
expectations could be erroneous and that factors which the researcher considered 
significant may not actually be important. It was felt that the qualitative portion of this 
study would allow participants to fully express their ideas about what makes a student 
successful, but that care would be required to avoid personal bias in analyzing the 
intepretivist data. 
 According to Rossman and Rallis (2003), researchers must know their beliefs and 
be certain about the purposes of their research. Researchers must be “constantly self-
conscious about [the researcher’s] role, interactions, and empirical material as it 
accumulates. As long as qualitative researchers are reflexive, making all their purposes 






p. 8). In analyzing the data in this study, the researcher was fully aware of personal 
expectations grounded in personal experience and used this awareness to mitigate 
potential biased interpretation.  
Similarly, Rubin and Rubin (1995) cautioned that interviewers must understand 
themselves to properly interpret what they hear. They wrote: 
By being aware of your own specialized vocabulary and cultural assumptions, 
you are less likely to impose your own opinions on the interviewees. It is the 
interviewee’s ideas you want to hear, and you don’t want to block that 
communication by putting your own assumptions in the way. (p. 19) 
Again, by being aware of potential personal biases and expectations, the researcher 
guarded against imposing his beliefs on the participants interviewed in this study. 
Limitations of the Study 
Shavelson (1996) explained that a sample may be selected because it is 
convenient or readily available. The sample in this study was a convenience sample, 
selected because it was available and accessible, and allowed the researcher to 
operationalize the study. It consisted of students who were enrolled in only one aviation 
school during a specific period of time. Cornfield and Tukey (1956) stated that such a 
sample limits the external validity of the study. While the results may be generalizable to 
all of the students in the school used in this study, the results may not be valid for other 
aviation schools. Additional studies should be done, drawing from a broader population, 
before attempting to generalize the findings of this study to other aviation students in 
other institutions. 
The quantitative portion of the study was conducted by mail and the return rate 
determined the final sample size. This final sample was small (N = 57), which affected 






the sample was volunteer, or self-selected. This may have affected the external validity in 
ways unknown to the researcher.  
 The type of respondents may also have been a factor in determining external 
validity. Students whose educational experience was more positive may have been more 
likely to respond. The accuracy of the study may have been limited if the self-reported 
data were not truthful. Because the school in this study had a student base that was 
nationwide, students from different locales may have had different ideas about the 
meaning of academic success. This could mean that the sample was biased, which limited 
the external validity of the study, specifically its population validity. Because both 
completers and non-completers participated in the qualitative portion of the study, these 
issues were hopefully adequately addressed.    
Definitions Related to the Study 
The following operational definitions were applied in this study: 
Attrition: A student leaving the college without completing the program in 
which they were enrolled. 
Aviation training: Programs in flight training, aviation maintenance 
technician, and aviation electronics technician. 
Completer: A student who successfully completes a program leading to an    
associate’s degree at the college in this study. 
Completion: A student successfully completing a program leading to an 
associate’s degree in which they were enrolled at the college in this study.    
Maximum completion time: The time equal to one and one-half times a 






completion time is determined by the U.S. Department of Education for schools 
participating in federal student loan programs.  
Non-Completer: A student who enrolled in a program leading to the 
associate’s degree and either graduates without a degree, or who leaves the 
college without completing any program of study. 
Student academic success: Completing an initial program within the 
required maximum completion time.  
The school: A post-secondary, private technical school located in 
Oklahoma offering certificate programs in aviation training, Associate of Applied 
Science degrees, and a Bachelor of Science in Aviation Technology Management. 
Summary and Overview of the Study 
This study investigated the reasons for the choice of an aviation career, and 
whether those reasons had a relationship with academic success in the students’ chosen 
field of training. This study was conducted using a mixed-method design combining 
quantitative and qualitative methods, specifically a survey conducted by mail and 
telephone interviews.  
A researcher-developed questionnaire was mailed to all of the students who 
enrolled at the participating school in 1999 and 2000, to determine the reasons they chose 
aviation training. This time frame was chosen for two reasons: (a) these students would 
have had time to successfully complete their programs, and (b) recent addresses for those 
students were more likely to be valid. 
The population for this study was all the students who enrolled in one of the three 






These three programs included both flight training and aviation maintenance training. 
These students had either completed, or dropped from one of these programs, before the 
beginning of this study. The sample for the study was defined as members of the 
population who actually completed and returned the research questionnaire (N = 57). 
Participants were asked to provide a contact number if they were willing to 
participate in the interview portion of the study. The returned questionnaires were 
dividend into two groups: students who successfully completed their training 
(completers) and those who did not (non-completers). Three participants from the 
completers group and three from the non-completers group were randomly selected from 
the returned questionnaires and asked to participate in follow-up interviews. The 
interviews sought to explore in more depth the similarities and differences in the reasons 
for career choices between completers and non-completers.  
Data from the questionnaires were analyzed using descriptive statistical methods. 
No attempt was made to generalize the findings to other groups. A Likert-like scale was 
used to rate the reasons respondents gave for their choice of aviation as a career. Ratings 
were then compared in an attempt to determine any differences between completers and 
non-completers. 
Qualitative research questions utilized in the interview portions of this study 
provided more insight into problems students encountered in the college community, and 
how they were able, or unable, to overcome these problems. Braxton’s (2000b) four 
theoretical frameworks were used to categorize reasons respondents gave for choosing 
aviation as a career and why they persisted or departed from their training. 






and their identities were fully protected. Data remained locked in a file off the school’s 
campus and was not available to school officials. Participants were provided with the 
results of the study at their request. 
Significance of the Study 
 This researcher hypothesized that there is a possible relationship between certain 
factors in aviation career choice and student academic success. The significance of this 
study was in determining what factors influence students choosing a career in aviation, 
and which factors are related to student persistence in their training. If the problem of 
student attrition were better understood, schools would be better equipped to initiate new 
programs that assist students in achieving their career goals. Moxley et al. (2001) 
explained that one challenge of retention is to understand students’ educational 
aspirations, which relate to their reasons for making career choices.  
 This researcher found no industry-wide study that has investigated the 
relationship between career choice factors and success in aviation training. Hansen and 
Oster (1997) have cited reasons why minorities and women have been hesitant to enter 
the aviation industry. Clark (2006) has studied reasons women might choose a career in 
aviation. Sloan (2006) has published a study on the retention of Native Americans in 
collegiate flight training. However, no industry-wide located by this researcher has 
specifically examined the relationships of reasons for choosing an aviation career to 
success in training, when success is defined as persistence to completion. This study was 
intended to provide more insight into the connection between career choice and academic 
success in the aviation industry, which might, in turn, lead to career counseling that could 







REVIEW OF LITERATURE 
The school in this study is a private technical college offering certificates, 
diplomas, Associate of Applied Science and Bachelor of Science degrees. Programs of 
study at the college include a flight program and technical programs including Aviation 
Maintenance Technology (Airframe and Powerplant Mechanic), Avionics Technology, 
and Nondestructive Testing and Quality Control. Students can also earn a Bachelor of 
Science degree in Aviation Technology Management.  
The college has a diverse student population from both the United States and 
many countries throughout the world. The Senior Vice-President for Education for the 
college (personal communication, March 7, 2007) reported the following demographics 
for the institution: 
• Gender 
     Male        945 (93.6%) 
     Female                  65 (6.4%) 
 
• Ethnicity 
     American Indian   38 (3.8%) 
     Asian     35 (3.5%) 
     Black, Non-Hispanic   89 (8.8%) 
     Hispanic  122 (12.1%) 
     White, Non-Hispanic 716 (70.9%) 
     Non-Resident Alien     9 (0.9%) 
     Other       1 (0.09%) 
      
• Program Type of Graduates 
     Diploma  193 (51.3%) 
     AAS Degree  154 (41.0%) 
 BS Degree    29 (7.7%) 
 
The college enrolled students from 49 states and Puerto Rico in 2005-2006. The average  
 






The college is nationally accredited by the Accrediting Commission of Career 
School and Colleges of Technology (ACCSCT) and is licensed by the Oklahoma State 
Board of Private Vocational Schools.  The college has representatives in 25 states and 
must follow the requirements of the licensing agency in each state where it does business. 
Currently the college is owned by a company comprised of the existing management 
team.  
The Problem of College Student Dropouts 
In 1957 the Soviet Union launched Sputnik I, the first earth satellite. The Space   
Race, the Cold War, and globalization all put pressure on the United States to graduate 
students who excelled in mathematics, science, and technology. While these new forces 
focused on the student preparation issue, the issue was certainly not new. More than 50 
years earlier, John Dewey had argued that for a child to become an effective member of a 
democratic society he must have “training in science, in art, in history; command of the 
fundamental methods of inquiry and the fundamental tools of intercourse and 
communications” (as cited in Westbrook, 1991, p. 94).  
Because of Sputnik, universities were challenged to turn out more scientists. But 
as the decade of the 1950s began, American colleges saw a decline in enrollment. The GI 
Bill for World War II was coming to an end, and the Korean War took college age men 
who were potential students. While public education was feeling the effects of the baby 
boomers coming of school age in the 1950s, colleges would not see an increase in 
enrollment until the 1960s and 1970s (BookRags, 2006). 
 For the first 250 years of higher education history, student retention had not been 






college education and degree attainment was rare. Not until the 1960s did schools begin 
to monitor enrollments and student attrition. Rising enrollments, with diverse 
populations, and the pressure to graduate students who could meet the challenges of more 
complex curricula, caused researchers to start looking for answers to the problem of 
students dropping out of college (Berger & Lyon, 2005). After reviewing college attrition 
studies from the years 1950 to 1975, Pantages and Creedon (1978) wrote, “In terms of 
sheer numbers, the attrition problem deserves the attention of those interested in and 
affiliated with institutions of higher education” (p. 49). 
 Summerskill (1962) reported that the results of retention studies between 1913 
and 1953 showed a mean loss of 50 percent of the entering classes in these studies. Only 
37 percent of the students entering college in these studies graduated with a bachelor’s 
degree over a four-year period. Pantages and Creedon (1978) found that the studies they 
reviewed tended to support Summerskill’s findings, and suggested that colleges should 
consider ways to prevent attrition rather than trying to predict it. 
 Tinto (1975) stated that prior research into attrition had failed to explain the 
processes that led to an individual’s decision to not persist. This lack of understanding of 
the problem made it difficult for administrators to develop programs to assist students 
and reduce attrition. Tinto proposed a theoretical model that would explain the 
interactions between students and their institutions that might lead to the process of 
dropping out. Tinto’s “interactionalist theory” is well known. Tinto theorized that the 
greater the institution’s ability to integrate the student into the academic and social 
systems of the college, “the greater the likelihood the individual will persist in college” 






Braxton (2000a) questioned why the student departure rate had hovered around 45 
percent for over 100 years when researchers had studied the problem over the past 70 
years. Braxton was somewhat critical of the effects of Tinto’s theory, claiming that 
“Research on the departure puzzle stalled in the mid 1990s because of the near-
paradigmatic stature of Tinto’s theory” (2000a, p. 7). But Tinto himself (1993) stated 
“much of what we think we know is wrong or at least misleading” (p. 3). 
Berger and Lyon (2005) asserted that retention is a major policy issue in the 
twenty-first century. They stated that, “Retention efforts are well established on virtually 
every campus in the nation, retention is used as a key indicator of institutional 
effectiveness…” (p. 25). Retention rates are now one indicator used in measuring 
accountability in higher education (Berger & Lyon; Tinto, 2005).  
The Accrediting Commission of Career Schools and Colleges of Technology 
(ACCSCT) has been recognized by the U. S. Department of Education as an accrediting 
agency (ACCSCT, 2006a). The ACCSCT Standards of Accreditation (2007) explain that 
an institution may loose its accreditation if it does not maintain acceptable graduation 
rates (a measure of student retention). Marciszewski (2006) claimed that accreditation 
speaks to the quality of a school’s programs and can affect a school’s ability to recruit 
students. Tinto (2005) also asserted that today many states view graduation rates as a 
measure of quality when considering approving programs of study. 
Several researchers have pointed out a relationship between student retention rates 
and institutions’ financial well being. Summerskill (1962) explained that “dollars leave 
the income side of the budget when students leave the college” (p. 628). In 1993 Tinto 






attrition. Tinto (2005) added, “Forced to cope with tight, if not shrinking, budgets, 
institutions face mounting pressure to improve their rates of student retention and 
graduation. In many cases, this pressure reflects the movement of states to include 
graduation rates in a system of institutional accountability” (p. ix).  
The Center for the Study of College Student Retention provides resources for 
research related to student retention. The Center reported: 
Current U. S. retention figures have not improved over time, even with large 
amounts of money expended by colleges and universities on programs and 
services to retain students. In spite of these programs and services, retention 
figures have not improved. In fact, only about 66% of high school graduates 
attend college and about 50% of those who attend college earn a bachelor degree. 
(n.d., para. 5) 
 
Colleges are searching for ways to retain students, according to the Center. The failure to 
solve the dropout problem could result in an institution failing, or at the very least, having 
to close programs. 
Dropping out of college is a problem for students as well as for institutions. 
“From the student’s point of view, the effect of dropping out, although difficult to gauge, 
is also another important aspect of the attrition problem” (Pantages & Creedon, 1978,     
p. 49). Summerskill (1962) stated, “We need to know more about what really motivates 
the successful college student, whether these motives be personal and essentially 
affective or academic and essentially rational” (p. 648).  
Students seeking certain professional certifications must complete required 
programs of study (i.e. accountants, aircraft maintenance technicians, doctors, and 
lawyers). Persistence to program completion is clearly related to the ability of these 
students to attain their employment goals. Choy (2002) found that approximately one-






four years. Dropping out will prevent some of these students from reaching their goals of 
professional careers.  
Degree completion has been demonstrated to impact financial success of 
graduates. “With a flood of baby boomers retiring, an economy on the rebound from the 
post-Sept. 11 slump and a technology upturn after the 2000 dotcom bust, employers will 
hire nearly 15 percent more college graduates this year than a year ago. And many of this 
year’s hires will be paid more, too” (Williams, 2006, F15). The National Center for 
Educational Statistics has shown that college graduates in 2004 earned at least 60% more 
than high school graduates (2006, Table 1).  
However, not every student entering college is searching for a career. Pantages 
and Creedon (1978) found studies that suggested, while men often tended to view a 
career as the goal of college, women were more likely to view college as an end to itself. 
Also, students enrolled in liberal arts colleges were often unsure about career goals, or 
were more interested in “academic” reasons. It is more difficult to determine the effect 
dropping out will have on these students. Summerskill (1962) claimed that dropping out 
may have been a positive solution for some academic problem, some psychological 
problem, or some social problem. However, Tinto (1993) asserted, “For individuals the 
occupational, monetary, and other societal rewards of higher education [italics added] 
are in large part conditional on earning a college degree” (p. 1). 
Defining “College Dropout” 
Kuh et al. (2005) agreed that persistence and educational attainment rates must 
improve. But they pointed out that not everyone agrees on how to compute graduation 






is provided by studies that…use precise operational definitions of dropout and 
nondropout” (p. 92). Summerskill (1962) reported that in the past “attrition rate” had 
been defined in various ways. Terms such as dropout, stopout, student mortality,  
withdrawal, transfer, and losses to the college appear throughout the literature.  
Tinto (1993) classified student departures as: 1) institutional departures, and        
2) system departures. Institutional departures include students who left an institution and 
have transferred to another institution (transfers), and students who temporally left school 
and returned to higher education at a later date (stopouts). Tinto suggested that these 
actions tend to overstate the number of students who fail to persist in the higher education 
system. Choy (2002) argued that “One of the most important findings from the 
longitudinal studies is that institutional retention rates greatly understate postsecondary 
persistence” (p. 19).  
Hagedorn (2005) pointed to some of the problems with the terminology used in 
retention literature. According to Hagedorn it would seem logical that persistence and 
dropout are pure opposites. However, her research found that “dropouts” may be 
stopouts, transfers, or may simply be students who have achieved their goals and leave 
higher education satisfied with their experiences. She pointed out that some researchers 
would classify students who completed an associate’s degree or certificate program as 
dropouts because they failed to obtain a bachelor’s degree, while others would classify 
this group as completers. 
Also, Hagedorn (2005) found that persistence and retention, while often used 
interchangeably in the literature, are in fact not always an equal measure of student 






and achieve their individual goals. Some students may dropout temporarily and then 
return to their original institutions, which is not addressed in this study. Hagedorn stated 
that retention is more an institutional measure, while persistence is more of a student trait. 
Astin (1971) maintained that, “A ‘perfect’ classification of dropouts versus nondropouts 
could be achieved only when all of the students had either died without ever finishing 
college or had finished college”    (p. 15). 
In a recent study reported by the National Center for Educational Statistics 
(2007), 50% of a sample of students entering postsecondary schools in 1989-1990 had 
obtained some degree after five years (either a two-year degree or a bachelor degree). 
Another 13% of these students were still enrolled after five years, eight percent in their 
original institution. Twenty-nine percent of these students left their first institution, 
enrolled in another, but still have not completed a degree (See Figure 2). 
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Figure 2 Intuitional retention and overall persistence rate of 1989-90 beginning 
postsecondary students after 5 years         
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The confounding effects of student transfers on reporting retention and 
completion rates have been illustrated in several studies. For example, Choy (2002) found 
that while 47 percent of a group of students entering college in 1989 earned a degree at 
their original institution in five years, 13 percent had transferred to other institutions and 
obtained degrees at the receiving schools. Because of the student transfer problem, 
Congress has considered legislation requiring colleges and universities to report degree 
completion rates for transfer students, both those who transfer from an institution, and 
those who transfer in (Kuh et al., 2005). 
The National Center for Education Statistics (2007) emphasized that an important 
distinction to make when studying persistence is the type of degree offered at the 
institution in the study. The study also suggested that students who receive a certificate of 
completion for a technical program of study should be considered as completers. Still, the 
Center for the Study of College Student Retention (n.d.) reported that of the 1,850,000 
students who attend college this year, only 925,000 will earn a bachelor’s degree. 
Retention Rates for College Students Are Not Improving  
Kuh et al. (2005) cited several sources that indicated the college graduation rate 
has remained around 50 percent for several decades. Summerskill (1962) reviewed 35 
different studies involving attrition reports from hundreds of colleges, dating back to 
1913 and reported that, “Median values were computed for the aggregate of these studies 
with results as follows: median loss in four years─50%; median percent graduated in four 
years─37%” (p. 630). 
Vincent Tinto (1993) also reported on the low completion rates of post-secondary 






More students leave their college or university prior to degree completion        
than stay. Of the nearly 2.4 million students who in 1993 entered higher   
education for the first time, over 1.5 million will leave their first institution 
without receiving a degree. Of those, approximately 1.1 million will leave  
higher education altogether, without ever completing either a two- or a  
four-year degree program. (p. 1) 
 
Tinto’s numbers differ little from the findings of Summerskill. Similarly, the Center for 
the Study of College Student Retention (n.d.) reported that of the 66% of high school 
graduates who attend college, only about 50% complete a bachelor’s degree. 
 Tinto (1993) stated that a large number of intuitional departures take place during 
the first year of college. Tinto noted that American College Testing (ACT) had reported 
in 1992 that 26.8% of all full-time students entering four-year institutions failed to return 
after their first year. These American College Testing figures showed only a slight 
decline in attrition since 1983, when 27.1% first year students failed to return. Berger and 
Lyon (2005) found that retention rates nationwide are still lower than most school 
officials would like, citing a current ACT report that showed 25.9% of college freshmen 
in four-year institutions failed to return for a second year.  
ACCSCT (2006b), in its 2005 annual report, indicated that graduation rates 
among the schools accredited by the Commission actually declined from 2003 to 2005. 
The Commission also stated that there was a definite positive correlation between length 
of academic programs and student attrition. The Commission requires that a school 
graduate only 35% of students in programs of two years or longer to meet minimum 
graduation requirements for accreditation.  
Schools, from major research universities to community colleges, continue to 






retention found over 240,000 sites on the Internet that addressed this problem. Braxton 
(2000a) stated: 
Through efforts to understand this “departure puzzle” we have much to learn 
about colleges and universities as organizations, the college experience of 
students, and the interpretations students make of these experiences. (p. 1) 
 
Despite these efforts, Seidman (2005) asserted, “the retention data reveal that students are 
not retained at a higher rate than they were twenty years ago” (p. 295). The reasons for 
student departure are not fully understood.  
In addressing student loss and retention, Stage and Hossler (2000) asked, “Where 
is the Student?” They asserted that future research into student retention should involve a 
student-centered model. Stage and Hossler suggested inclusion of many elements in a 
research study to determine if students will ultimately persist or depart. These included 
family background, school experiences, and intentions such as career goals. Examining 
these student traits might aid in answering research questions that address relationships 
between commitment to various goals and success in college. 
High Attrition Rates in Technical Education 
  Many programs of technical education are two years in length and are 
taught at community colleges or technical schools. ACCSCT (2006b) lists 821 career or 
technical schools currently accredited by the Commission. Past studies suggest that future 
research into student retention should involve two-year institutions and their students 
(Braxton, 2000b; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005). Choy (2002) found in one study that 
seven percent of the students listed as obtaining degrees had earned an associate degree 
or a certificate. 






suggested that the rates are high. Resch and Hall (2003) reported in their study of 
technical colleges that attrition was over fifty percent. Tinto (1993) also found that 
attrition in two-year programs was greater than in four-year institutions, often occurring 
in the first year of training. Many times students who enrolled in these programs were 
labeled non-traditional because they had not come to college directly from secondary 
education. The National Center for Educational Statistics (2007) related this non-
traditional characteristic to attrition and reported that delaying entry into postsecondary 
training after high school was a risk factor for persistence. 
 Another factor that can contribute to reported attrition rates in technical education 
is the learning goals of the students. Students in technical education are often adult 
learners who came to the training seeking new job skills or new careers, and older 
students have been found to be more likely to leave school without a degree (Knowles, 
1977). These students’ goals may not have been to graduate, but rather to gain some 
special knowledge that was a part of a program. Once these students have obtained what 
they are seeking, they leave school and are counted as dropouts, increasing the school’s 
apparent attrition rate. This situation may be improved because students who complete a 
program for certification (such as Aviation Maintenance Technician) may be listed as a 
completer under new reporting standards. 
The National Center for Educational Statistics (2007) found that non-traditional 
students had certain risk factors because they did not follow the traditional path through 
postsecondary education. These students may have financial needs, family demands, or 
other special needs. Many of these students must work full time and attend school only 






the other hand, Spangler (1994) explained that two-year schools are more likely to have 
flexible schedules that accommodate these working students. 
Efforts are now underway to better understand what makes students in community 
colleges successful and avoid contributing to attrition rates. The Community College 
Survey of College Engagement (2007) has recently completed a study of student 
engagement and student outcomes in community colleges. The study lists student effort 
as one aspect of effective educational practice. Kuh et al. (2005) contended that, “What 
students do during college counts more for what they learn and whether they will persist 
in college than who they are or even where they go to college” (p. 8).  
The relationship of student goals and expectations to their efforts and persistence 
has been addressed by several researchers. Wlodkowski (1985) claimed that students with 
well defined goals are more highly motivated and more eager to learn. Spangler (1994) 
indicated that this makes the student’s choice of a school very important. If the school is 
unable to provide the type of educational experience the student expects, the student is 
likely to leave school prematurely. Kuh et al. (2005) stated, “If faculty and administrators 
use principles of good practice to arrange the curriculum and other aspects of the college 
experience, students would ostensibly put fourth more effort” (p. 9). 
 Lack of institutional support can also contribute to student attrition. Moxley et al. 
(2001) found that some technical schools did not have supportive practices that applied to 
a number of different students. They stated, “By support we mean the matching of 
resources to the needs of students so that they can master the role of student…” (p. 216). 
This position appears to support Tinto’s theory of institutional departure. According to 






integrate these students into the “community.”  
High Attrition in Aviation Training  
Little industry-wide data has been published on enrollment numbers and 
graduation rates in aviation technical schools. Hansen and Oster (1997) found that over 
half of the schools offering aviation training had programs of two years or less. Many of 
these schools are proprietary schools and have been hesitant to publish information that 
might be used by their competitors.  
Statistics available from the Federal Aviation Administration (FAA) do, however, 
shed some light on the situation. The FAA estimated that 23,464 students enrolled in 
certificated Aviation Maintenance Technician programs in 1989 (U. S. Department of 
Transportation, Federal Aviation Administration, 1996). Based on the FAA required 
curriculum, these students should have completed their training in 1991. However, the 
FAA estimated that only 11,682 students graduated from these programs in 1991, which 
would be a completion rate of less than 50 percent.  
Several researchers have studied issues of diversity in students’ entry and 
persistence in aviation careers. Clark (2006) explored reasons why students chose to 
attend a four-year university to become commercial pilots. Her research examined the 
relationships between gender and school choice, and between ethnic background and 
school choice. Clark’s research was limited to pilot training and did not consider other 
careers in aviation, such as aircraft maintenance technician. Her research also was limited 
to four-year schools. 
 Sloan (2006) studied ways to improve retention of Native Americans in a program 






discussed the importance of external communities (families, tribal members, mentors, 
etc.) in student retention. While this study was limited to Native Americans, it does 
suggest that career awareness is an important factor in a retention program. 
 The cyclical nature of employment in the aviation industry may relate to the 
recorded attrition rate in its training programs. The Federal Aviation Administration 
(FAA, 1996) reported a drop of 50 percent in enrollment in Aviation Maintenance 
Technician Programs in the years 1994 and 1995. This resulted from an economic and 
employment downturn in the industry beginning in 1990. Many students dropped out of 
training because of the perception that their chances of finding employment in the 
industry were very poor. The industry was hit hard again by the events of September 11, 
2001. 
 Because many aviation schools have only aviation courses (Spangler, 1994), 
changing a major may not be an alternative to dropping out for a student in these schools. 
A student may only be able to change from one aviation program to another. For 
example, a student may choose to change from flight training to maintenance, or may 
change from a degree program to a non-degree program. The only other alternative would 
be what Tinto called institutional departure; to seek a different career field. Hagedorn 
(2005) indicated that community colleges are more prone to monitor program completion 
as a measure of student persistence than institutional departure.   
Due to the decline in demand for aviation training in the mid 1990s, many 
vocational schools have eliminated aviation training programs from their curriculum. By 
1994 at least thirty schools had discontinued such programs (FAA, 1996). More schools 






remaining schools must make all possible efforts to retain the students they enroll. A 
successful retention program could prevent a school from closing. 
Factors Affecting Attrition 
 
Tinto (1993) listed two broad reasons for students leaving college: individual 
traits and institutional characteristics.  According to Tinto, each institution must examine 
its mission when designing a retention program and each institution must be prepared to 
meet the needs of the individual student. According to Tinto, when institutional internal 
factors fail to meet students’ needs to integrate into the institutional “communities,” these 
students tend to depart. Moxley et al. (2001) concurred with this viewpoint and claimed 
that, “Retention requires a psychosocial perspective, and it must address the personal and 
social needs that all students experience in their quest to achieve success in the 
educational situation of their choosing” (p. 36). This raises the question of what these 
need might be and thus what factors might contribute to student attrition. 
Braxton (2000b) extended Tinto’s theory to add the integration effects of external 
communities and student characteristics on academic performance. He posited that 
influences on college student persistence and departure decisions were derived from four 
theoretical frameworks: economic, organizational, psychological, and sociological. 
In order to persist in a training program, students need to achieve academic 
success, and one reason for attrition may be academic failure. Some institutions have 
open enrollment, and students may not be prepared for the academic demands of college. 
In 1983 The National Commission on Excellence in Education released the study A 
Nation at Risk. While the study primarily reported on the conditions in secondary 






all 4-year public colleges in the United States must accept every high school graduate 
within the state regardless of program followed or grades.” Also, “about 23% percent of 
our more selective colleges and universities reported that their general level of selectivity 
declined during the 1970s, and 29 percent reported reducing the number of specific high 
school courses required for admission” (Findings Regarding Expectations).  
While some students simply do not work up to their potential, entrance tests do 
not always accurately predict student success. The National Center for Fair & Open 
Testing (2007) stated that standardized tests are not fair and are not helpful student 
evaluation tools. The Center further stated that test scores do not reflect real differences 
among people. As an example, Pavel (1992) found that Native American students with 
high SAT scores did not complete their degrees at the same rate as students from other 
ethnic groups with comparable scores.  
Kuh et al. (2005) humorously suggested that the way to increase student success 
is to only admit well-prepared, academically talented students. Since this approach is 
unacceptable, institutions have implemented programs intended to reduce academic 
failure.  Identifying “at risk” students, remedial courses, and tutoring and mentoring are 
some of the resources aimed to increase student success and retention. However, it has 
been estimated that academic failure accounts for only fifteen to twenty-five percent of 
all student attrition in most schools (Tinto, 1993). 
With rising tuition costs and less financial aid, financial concerns might be a 
reason for some students to leave college. Pascarella and Terenzini (2005) asserted that: 
financial aid can determine not only whether and where students go to college  






learn or change, the likelihood that they will persist and graduate, and ultimately, 
whether they will reap the full intellectual, personal, social, occupational, and 
economic benefits of college. (p.644) 
 
Tinto, however, argued that there was little support for the theory that many 
students left school because of finances. He claimed that, “Financial considerations 
appear to be but one part of a much more complex decision-making process…” (1993,   
p. 83). This view was supported by Resch and Hall (2003) who found that providing 
more financial aid to students in Georgia technical colleges did not reduce attrition.  
Students’ inability to adjust to life at an educational institution was the reason 
most students left college, according to Tinto (1993). Tinto wrote that students who could 
not become part of a group, or who felt the faculty and staff were not supportive, were at 
risk of not persisting when they encountered difficulties. Tinto classified these dropouts 
as “institutional dropouts.” In addition to internal factors in institutions, Moxley et al. 
(2001) claimed that external communities of support (families, friends, community 
services) could also help institutions reduce attrition by providing support systems for 
students.  
Career Choices, Culture, Motivation, and Retention 
 
“Most first-year college students…don’t know which careers they will pursue” 
(Katona, 1999, p. 1). This fact alone makes it important to understand why certain 
students make a commitment to one career field. Katona proposed that many high school 
students were motivated to choose careers they felt would be a benefit to society. For 
aviation, this might be more apparent in times of crisis, such as when the country was at 
war, or after the attacks of September 11, 2001.  






chances to be involved in a program of career awareness. Moxley et al. (2001) stressed 
the value of career awareness stating that, “The idea of career can help students to make 
sense of the choices, decisions, and transitions they face” (p. 87). Still, some students will 
make career choices simply by chance, and Moxley et al. asserted that an institutional 
retention plan should provide students access to professional and career development. 
They added that integrating work experience into the learning experience may help 
students to better see the benefits of persisting in their education.  
Kamens (1971) studied the effects of college size on occupational choice and 
college attrition. Kamens postulated that when students believed a school could provide 
them with the training needed to reach their career goals, they were more likely to persist 
in their training. He also found no relationship between school size and student attrition 
when individual traits were held constant. Career choice, and the ability of the school to 
deliver the required training, were major factors in student persistence. 
Tharenou (2001), writing in the Journal of Occupational and Organizational 
Psychology, discussed how many researchers have attempted to show that motivation and 
success in training are highly correlated. The choice of a career, and the student’s ability 
to pursue that career, might be highly motivating factors. Linnenbrink and Pintrich (2002) 
theorized that motivation was multifaceted, containing at least four separate components. 
One of the components affecting student academic success was intrinsic motivation. 
Motivation is a dynamic trait according to Linnenbrink and Pintrich, and students’ 
personal interests have the potential to influence motivation, and thereby influence 
academic achievement.  






look into the need for aviation professionals in the future. Their report, Taking Flight: 
Education and Training for Aviation Careers (Hansen & Oster, 1997) provided several 
insights into the problems the industry faced in attracting and training aviation 
professionals. This report listed some of the reasons a person might not choose aviation 
as a career. Included in these reasons were gender bias and the fact that there is only a 
small number of minorities in the aviation industry.  
Shamai (1996) supported the contention of gender bias in the aviation industry, 
and also found that gender stereotypes were a factor in career choice.  Male students were 
more likely to choose science-based careers because of their perceived roles in society. 
The number of women certificated by the FAA at the end of 1995 was less than ten 
percent of all active pilots and mechanics. Less than one percent of certificated 
mechanics were women (Hansen & Oster, 1997). Unfortunately many young women 
were discouraged from pursing careers in mathematics and science by parents and 
teachers because they did not perceive these careers as typical female roles in our society.  
Culture might also be a factor in a student’s decision to persist, or fail to persist in 
aviation training. Macionis (1999) explained that culture includes what we think as well 
as how we act. According to Macionis, culture provides individuals with values. 
Macionis asserted that social controls encourage members of society to conform to 
norms. Aviation has many strict regulations. If the controls of the industry are 
inconsistent with a student’s cultural values, he or she may decide not to persist or to 
pursue another career goal. 
One cultural factor that can relate to career choice and persistence is ethnicity. 






industry was reluctant to provide them access to jobs other than the low paying, menial 
jobs. After several lawsuits, and changes in federal regulations, opportunities for African-
Americans in aviation have become more wide spread (Hansen & Oster, 1997). If 
minority students experience such biases in school, they may decide to choose another 
career field and find another school.  
As an example of the importance of racial culture factors in career and school 
choices, Laughlin (2001) explained that most Native American students attending college 
are first generation college students. Schargel (2004) listed mother’s education as one 
risk factor for a student becoming a dropout. Because the parents of these students have 
no experience in the college selection process, Native American students may not know 
what options are available to them. Laughlin added that student counselors in schools 
with large Native American populations may be ill prepared to advise students about 
career and school selection.  
Parental influence is another culture factor that can play a big role in determining 
how successful minority students are in technical training. For example, Asian students 
might be more motivated to persist by high family expectations, while Native Americans 
are less likely to complete degrees. McEvans and Astin (1992) reported Whites and 
Asians are more than twice as likely to complete a college degree as Native American 
students.  
Covington (2000) suggested that more research was needed to determine how 
culture could be a motivating factor. Pavel (1992) believed past studies show the need for 
qualitative research to determine how sub-cultures, and the quality of career advisement, 






counselors are often the only source first-generation college students have to assist them 
in making decisions. 
In an effort to encourage young people to consider careers in aviation, 
organizations such as the Experimental Aircraft Association (EAA) have developed 
programs promoting aviation (Smith, 1999). These programs also stress another factor 
that can affect persistence in a career training program: the importance of preparing for 
these careers in high school. Students in these programs are shown how mathematics and 
sciences are applied in aviation training and practice. Smith explained that the EAA 
provided curriculum materials for aviation schools, and free flights and aviation activities 
for students. It is a tenant of these programs that high school students who make informed 
career choices should be better prepared for the rigors of training than the students who 
enter the programs by chance. 
Much research has been conducted concerning the relationship between 
motivation and student academic achievement. Recently researchers have also begun to 
investigate the relationship between interests and academic success. There have been 
some studies of how interest in a field of study could motivate students to be more 
successful in college (Schiefele et al., 1992). However, there appears to be no specific 
study yet of aviation training that considers interest and other factors that motivated 
students to choose this training, and whether or not they were successful in their training. 
Studies have shown student academic success to be positively correlated with 
student motivation. Covington (2000) recalled the remarks of Terrell Bell, former 
Secretary of Education, who stated, “There are three things to remember about education. 






cited in Maehr & Meyer, 1997, p. 372).  Several types of motivation were defined by 
Linnenbrink and Pintrich (2002). However, understanding human motivation is not a 
simple task. Factors related to internal and external motivation are much easier to define 
than to quantify. 
 Schiefele, Krapp, and Winteler (1992) listed interests, such as preferences for a 
subject area, as one probable reason for academic success. Students in secondary schools 
often develop interests in computers and technology. Following these interests sometimes 
leads the students into careers filled with computers and high technology. Those students 
who then find their training interesting are more likely to be motivated to persist in this 
training. According to Spangler (1994) “students do best when studying something of 
interest” (p. C46). 
How academic preparation and student success in higher education are related is 
another area that has been widely researched. Harackiewicz, Tanner, Barron, and Elliott 
(2002), in their study of achievement goals and ability, observed that schools have 
traditionally relied on standardized test scores and high school academic performance to 
predict college success. However, Tinto (1993) reported that academic failure was only a 
small part of the attrition problem.  
College students often change their majors after they begin school (Katona, 
1999). In certain technical training programs students might choose to drop out of school 
because that was the only way they had to change to another career field. Involving 
students in a retention program provides a channel of communication that helps the 
students to better understand that they are a part of the learning environment. A good 






understand the relevance of their education in achieving their personal goals (Moxley 
et al., 2001). 
One of the reasons for choosing a career in aviation might be a prior interest in the 
field. Perhaps a student had a family member, or a friend, who was in the aviation 
industry. Some students have been previously exposed to aviation by participating in 
such groups as Explorer Scouts, Civil Air Patrol, high school ROTC programs, or Project 
Lead the Way which is working to prepare students in the STEM (science, technology, 
engineering, and mathematics) areas. Economic considerations such as higher pay for 
aviation professionals sometimes attract individuals who might be making a career 
change (Hedden, 2002). Still the reasons for choosing a career in aviation have not yet 
been studied in relation to student academic success.  
Summary  
The reasons students persist, or fail to persist, in college are still not fully 
understood. Braxton (2000b) asserted that, “Multiple replications of studies conducted in 
different types of college and universities and with students who are members of various 
racial/ethnic groups are needed” (p. 268). The majority of studies in the area of student 
retention have been conducted in four-year colleges and universities rather than in the 
two-year institutions where much aviation training is situated. Little research has been 
done involving aviation training, and none of that research attempts to tie career choice to 
student retention. 
 For students to be successful in their training, they must persist. As Tinto (1993) 
stated, until the reasons for students departing are understood, it will be difficult to 






possibility of a relationship between career choice factors and persistence in aviation 
training. This study may provide a basis for further studies related to recruitment and 








Introduction and Overview of the Study 
The purpose of this study was to investigate the reasons why students chose 
careers in aviation, and to determine if there was a relationship between the reasons for 
career choice and student academic success in aviation training.  
 Specifically, this study was guided by the following research questions:  
1. What are the reasons participating students had for choosing to pursue a    
     career in aviation? 
2. What are the academic success rates of the participants in this study? 
3. Is there a relationship between the reasons for the students’ aviation career  
    choice and their academic success? 
For this study, academic success was operationally defined as persistence to program 
completion. 
 While many potential factors have been studied, the reasons students persist, or 
fail to persist, in college are still not fully understood. The available literature revealed 
that the majority of the studies in the area of student retention have been conducted in 
four-year colleges and universities rather than in the two-year institutions where much of 
the aviation training is conducted. Little research has been done involving aviation 
training, and none that attempts to tie career choices to student retention, which was the 








Research Approach and Design 
 This study was descriptive in nature. It described the reasons why students chose 
careers in aviation and determined their current status as completers or non-completers. 
Lauer (2006) stated that descriptive research is one of the basic types of educational 
research. “Descriptive research,” she wrote, “is used to answer questions: What is 
happening? How is something happening? Why is something happening?” (p. 13). Gay 
(1987, p.18) listed four reasons to classify the research method as descriptive research: 
1. Descriptive research involves collecting data in order to test hypotheses or 
answer questions concerning the current status of the subject of the study. 
2. Descriptive data are typically collected through a questionnaire survey, an 
interview, or observation. 
3. Since one is generally asking questions that have not been asked before, 
instruments usually have to be developed for specific studies. 
4. A major problem further complicating descriptive research is lack of 
response-failure of subjects to return questionnaires or attend scheduled 
meetings. 
This study fits all of the above definitions of descriptive research. 
A mixed-methods research design was suggested by the theoretical foundations of 
the study. Creswell (2003) explained  
… a mixed methods approach is one in which the researcher tends to base 
knowledge claims on pragmatic grounds (e.g., consequence-oriented, problem-
centered, and pluralistic). It employs strategies of inquiry that involve collecting 
data either simultaneously or sequentially to best understand research problems. 
The data collection also involves gathering both numeric information (e.g., on 
instruments) as well as text information (e.g., on interviews) so that the final 







This study used a mixed-methods design that combined quantitative data and qualitative 
data, and multiple collection and analysis techniques to answer its research questions as 
suggested by its theoretical framework.  
Tinto (1993) stated that until the reasons for students departing are better 
understood, it will be difficult to determine what helps students to persist in their training. 
This study addressed the previously-unexplored possibility of a relationship between 
career choice factors and persistence in aviation training.  
Braxton (2000b) acknowledged that Tinto’s propositions on student retention 
have been one reason why more is now understood about the reasons for college student 
departure. According to Braxton, research testing Tinto’s theory has yielded empirical 
support for four interconnected propositions. Stated in narrative form, these propositions 
are: 
Students enter college with various characteristics that affect their initial levels 
of commitment to the institutions in which they are enrolled. Their initial levels  
of commitment also affect their levels of commitment (subsequent commitment) 
to their institutions that form as a consequence of attendance. Their levels of 
subsequent institutional commitment are also positively influenced by their 
degree of integration into the social communities of the college or university. 
Moreover, the greater their degree of subsequent institutional commitment, the 
greater the likelihood of student persistence in college. (pp. 257-258) 
 
Braxton urged that Tinto’s theory should be revised based on the four relationships 
described above. 
 Braxton (2000b) noted several instances where researchers, including Tinto, 
recognized that the interactionalist theory failed to consider external communities 
(families, secondary schools, student groups, etc.), and to adequately account for the 
effects of individual psychological processes and economic forces. Braxton stated: 






should entail empirical investigations─qualitative and quantitative─that discern 
the influence of various constructs derived from economic, organizational, 
psychological, and sociological theoretical frameworks on college student 
departure decision in general and social integration in particular. (p. 259) 
 
 Stage and Hossler (2000) declared that “few studies have systematically examined 
the variables and experiences associated with enacting the educational plans of students” 
(p. 188). Yet, Stage and Hossler asserted that a student’s background is an important 
factor in determining how well the student will adjust to the college environment. They 
suggested future research should address family background and economic issues, and 
student ability and beliefs, because they frequently have a direct influence on student 
persistence. 
Factors such as parental economic status and educational level are easily 
quantified and thus are appropriate for quantitative analysis. However, factors such as 
encouragement from parents, teachers, and friends; and personal characteristics such as 
beliefs, goals, and self-efficacy are much more difficult to assign numerical values and 
thus more appropriate for qualitative analysis. Using a mixed-method study allowed the 
researcher to explore more deeply the factors for career choice and the decision to persist, 
or to depart from aviation training. 
To accommodate a mixed-methods design, this study was conducted in two 
phases. The first phase of the study was quantitative. It used a researcher-designed 
questionnaire and mail-out methodology. After the survey phase of the study was 
completed, telephone interviews were conducted with randomly selected participants as 
the second, qualitative phase. These interviews were used to probe more deeply into the 







Population and Sample 
 Johnson (1980) defined a population as, “A collection, or set, of individuals, 
objects, or measurements whose properties are to be analyzed” (p. 20). The population 
for this study was all unsponsored students who were enrolled in programs leading to an 
associate degree in the aviation school chosen for the study in 1999 or 2000 (N = 1192). 
Because these students were required to complete their aviation program in no more than 
one and one-half times the program length (Code of Federal Regulations, 34CFR668.16), 
the participants could be clearly identified as either completers or dropouts at the time the 
study was conducted. Students who were sponsored by their employers, or another 
sponsor, were not included in the population because their decision to attend the training 
might not have been made by the student. Students from prior years would be difficult to 
contact because the school maintained no list of current addresses. 
 The researcher chose this population because as an instructor and an administrator 
at this school, he had a vested interest in reducing student attrition. The researcher also 
chose the school in this study because the school was willing to participate by providing 
names and address of former students. No academic data from the students’ records were 
provided to the researcher, and participants were informed and assured that their 
responses would be kept confidential. Pseudonyms were used to protect the identity of 
those students who participated in the interview portion of the study. 
 Shavelson (1996) explained the relationship between population and sample in 
this way:  
We assume an indefinitely large-perhaps infinite-set of observations we would 
like to know about (e.g., achievement test scores for all third graders in the United 
States or reaction times for all college sophomores in a memory experiment). This 






possible observations cannot be made, so a subset of all possible observations 
must the drawn. This subset of observations of a more limited number of people is 
called a sample. (p. 214) 
 
In this study the researcher did not receive replies from all possible participants (the 
population), and the more limited number of people who replied became the sample. This 
was a self-selected convenience sample. 
The sample for this study consisted of the 57 respondents who signed consent 
forms agreeing to participate in the survey. Of that group, 34 agreed to participate in the 
telephone interviews. Although this sample was small, based on school reports, it was 
believed to be fairly representative of the general population of the school on several 
demographic variables (see Table 2). Sample representativeness was established from the 
self-reported demographic data obtained in the survey. These data were compared to 
student demographics reported by the school in this study (Senior Vice-President for 
Education, personal communication, March 7, 2007) to aid in determining if the sample 
was representative of the population. The comparative data are shown in Table 2. 
Table 2 
Comparison of Demographic Data of Study Sample with Current School Demographics  
      Sample(N =57)      *School (N = 1192)  
Gender 
   Male      86.4%       93.6% 
   Female     13.6%         6.4% 
 
Average Age     23.2 Yrs.      23.4 Yrs. 
 
Marital Status 
   Single     65.5%   Not Available 
   Married     34.5%   Not Available   
 
Out of High School Less Than 1 Yr.  42.4%        32.0%   
  








Gay (1987) explained that in most descriptive research, instruments must be 
developed by the researcher. The researcher found no instrument that asked the questions 
that guided this research. A questionnaire (Appendix A) was developed therefore 
following guidelines from Thomas’s (2004) guide, Using Web and Paper Questionnaires 
for Data-Based Decision Making. The questionnaire had an introductory paragraph 
explaining the purpose of the study, and assuring participants that all responses would be 
kept confidential. 
The questionnaire was divided into five sections. The first section was to 
determine if the student had completed a program leading to an associate’s degree. This 
section consisted of four “yes” or “no” questions and was linked to the theoretical 
framework showing persistence or departure. The first two questions asked if the student 
entered the college as an associate degree student, or if they added the degree later. The 
other two questions asked if they had graduated with an associate’s degree, or if they had 
graduated without the associate degree (completed a diploma program). This allowed the 
researcher to compare the data from program completers separately from non-completers 
during the data analysis. 
Section 2 utilized behavior checklists. Thomas (2004) asserted that “Behavior 
checklists are used to determine what experiences respondents have had, what activities 
they’ve participated in, or what activities they are interested in trying” (p. 34). The 
section began with a sentence with directions for answering the questions. Each of the 
five questions specified a behavior or activity concerning when or how the respondents 






social factors might have influenced the student to choose a career in aviation (family, 
friends, school, etc) such as those listed as external factors in the theoretical framework.  
In Section 3 the students were asked to rank factors on three features that 
influenced their decisions to pursue a career in aviation. Question 1 provided information 
about how the student ranked economic value versus other factors, such as job 
satisfaction. Questions 2 and 3 explored who had influenced the students most in 
choosing both a career in aviation and their school. This section was to examine 
influences from personal environment and other external factors suggested by the 
theoretical framework. 
Section 4 allowed for an open-response: In your own words please state why you 
made the decision to pursue a career in aviation. Thomas (2004) claimed that “Open-
response questions are used when you want more in-depth information than a fixed-
response item format question can provide” (p. 46). This section helped the researcher to 
determine if the students had definite career goals and how they had made these choices 
before entering the college. The data from these responses were coded and compared to 
the fixed-response replies to check for consistency of the answers in the survey. These 
data were also subsequently compared with the data obtained in the telephone interviews 
conducted later. 
The last section provided for self-reported demographic data. This information 
was used to compare the sample characteristics with demographic data provided by the 
school to help determine that the sample was fairly representative of the population. 
According to Thomas (2004), content validity focuses on the degree to which the 






study’s survey were linked to its objectives through matching theoretical reasons 
suggested by Tinto (1993) and Braxton (2000b) for student persistence or attrition. This 
provided content validity for the survey content.  
To check for workability, the questions were administered in a pilot test in 
conjunction with the aviation school’s admission test. A group of 15 students were 
chosen at random to answer the questions in sections two and three of the questionnaire. 
To ensure that all questions were understood by students and avoid loss of content 
validity from misunderstanding, the test administrator instructed the students to ask 
questions if they did not understand the questions and the available responses. Changes to 
some questions were made based on student feedback to assure more clarity. For 
example, some questions were changed so that the responses available for each question 
were not overlapping. Some other possible factors for career choice were suggested by 
the students when they did not find them listed on the questionnaire. 
The revised questions were administered to a second group of 15 students who 
were randomly selected from the incoming class. Feedback from the test administrator 
indicated there were fewer questions from the students as they completed the 
questionnaire. As Gay (1987) explained, “Besides time constraints, a major reason more 
large-scale studies are not conducted is lack of available subjects” (p. 90). Because 
graduates of the school were not available locally, only a part of the questionnaire was 
used in the pilot test, utilizing sitting students. Gay stated that even small-scale pilot tests 
can be helpful and should be considered worthwhile. 
Test-retest reliability was not established for the questionnaire. This study was 






in time. The questions were not suitable for internal consistency reliability calculations 
such as Cronbach’s Alpha because they were not intended to assess a shared body of 
content. 
Procedures 
After obtaining approval from the Oklahoma State University Institutional 
Review Board (IRB), the researcher obtained from the aviation school that was the 
subject of this study lists of students enrolled in associate degree programs in 1999 and 
2000. The total number of independent students (i.e., not sponsored by their employer or 
other source) was 1192. In an effort to update the mailing addresses of these former 
students, the researcher searched the Federal Aviation Administration’s (FAA) website 
listing Airmen Certification. Since only pilots and technicians who were licensed by the 
FAA are listed on this website (which indicates the person completed some type of 
training), less than one-half of the 1192 students were listed. Many of those listed had not 
updated their address with the FAA since they were in school. 
A packet was sent to each of the 524 students who enrolled in associate degree 
programs in 1999. Each packet contained a letter (Appendix B) explaining the study. The 
packet also contained the survey questionnaire (Appendix A). An informed consent form 
(Appendix C) asking each student to sign and return the consent form if they wished to 
participate in the study was attached to each questionnaire. Those students who wished to 
participate in the telephone interview portion of the study were asked to also give their 
consent for that interview, and to provide a current telephone number. A stamped 
envelope using the researcher’s home address was provided in each packet for returning 






was shared with the school. 
Only nineteen signed consent forms were returned from the mailing to those 
students who enrolled in 1999. The researcher determined that this sample was too small, 
and a second mailing was made to the students who enrolled in associate degree 
programs in 2000. The first mailing was made using school stationary and printed address 
labels. The second mailing used hand-written envelopes with no writing to identify the 
school. The second mailing brought the number of packets mailed to the total target 
population of 1192 students. Despite efforts to update the aviation school’s records of the 
former students’ mailing addresses, a total of 318 of the packets from the two mailings 
were returned as undeliverable. This reduced the available population to 874. 
A total of 57 of the former students returned the survey questionnaire with a 
signed consent form, making a return rate of 6.5% of the available population. While this 
return rate is low and the obtained sample is small, comparison of this sample with the 
population on key demographic variables suggested that this was a reasonably 
representative sample (see Table 2, p. 48). Of the 57 subjects who agreed to participate in 
the study, 34 (60% of the sample; 4% of the available population) agreed to participate in 
follow-up interviews if selected. 
After the sample was established, this study was conducted in two phases. The 
first phase was quantitative in nature and focused on the research questionnaire. The 
second phase was qualitative in nature and used the open-ended response item on the 
questionnaire and follow-up telephone interviews as the data sources. 
Quantitative Phase 






researcher to develop the survey questionnaire. The questionnaire used for this study was 
developed by the researcher. The questionnaire (Appendix A) contained five sections (see 
p. 47). The questionnaire was accompanied by a letter explaining the purpose of the study 
(Appendix B) and an informed consent form (Appendix C). Packets containing these 
three elements were mailed to all of the students who were enrolled in programs leading 
to an associate’s degree at the chosen aviation school in 1999 (N = 524).  
 Surveys that were returned with a signed consent form were coded to protect the 
identity of the respondent.  The signed consent forms were separated from the surveys 
and placed in a locked cabinet in the researcher’s home. The survey forms were separated 
into program completers and non-completers for data analysis. 
 The packets were mailed in groups of twenty-five, two groups a week. After the 
last group was mailed, approximately one month was allowed for any returns. At that 
point only 19 surveys had been returned with signed consent forms, and a list of former 
students who had enrolled in associate degree programs in 2000 was obtained from the 
selected school. Another 668 packets were assembled and mailed to these former 
students. From this mailing another 38 surveys with signed consent forms were returned.  
 After the second mailing the signed consent forms were examined and prepared 
for the qualitative portion of the study. This portion of the study continued until IRB 
approval to contact individuals expired. No further surveys were received during this 
period. This led the researcher to believe that further follow-up with subjects would not 
increase the number of returned questionnaires, and that it was time to proceed to data 
analysis based on the obtained small sample. 






representation of the data from the questionnaire. Shavelson (1996) emphasized that after 
collection of the data it must be summarized, stating “This is where statistics come in. 
Statistics provide quantitative methods for summarizing and describing data” (p.7). 
Trochim (2006) explained,  
Descriptive statistics are used to describe the basic features of the data in a  
study. They provide simple summaries about the sample and the measures. 
Together with simple graphics analysis, they form the basis of virtually every 
quantitative analysis of data. (Descriptive Statistics, para. 1) 
 
Descriptive statistics used to analyze the data in this study included such measures as 
frequencies, the mean, and the standard deviation. 
 Shavelson (1996) listed several examples of data that can be described using 
descriptive statistics. Such data included scores, ratings, and group membership. This 
study examined several reasons why students chose to pursue training in the field of 
aviation, and then for each response, descriptive statistics were used to compare students 
who persisted in their training with students who did not persist.  
 Because of the small sample size, calculations such as frequencies and means 
were done by hand. When the standard deviation was calculated, the data were entered 
into SPSS. In Section 3 of the survey, respondents were asked to rank factors that 
influenced their decisions to choose a career in aviation. They were instructed to use “1” 
as the greatest influence and “5” as the least. These rankings were converted to rank 
points where a ranking of 1 was assigned a point value of 5, ranking 2 assigned a value of 
4, and etc. Then the sum of the ranking points (∑RankPoint) was determined for each 
item. 
Qualitative Phase  






information and is a way to find out what others feel and think. To add depth to the study, 
the researcher chose to add a qualitative component to this study.  
 The qualitative data in this study were obtained from two sources; (a) an open-
ended response item on the written survey and (b) follow-up telephone interviews with a 
small number of volunteer participants. 
 Data from the open-ended response were coded looking for emerging themes. 
“Coding is nothing more than assigning some sort of shorthand designation to various 
aspects of your data so that you can easily retrieve specific pieces of the data” (Merriam, 
1998, p. 164). This procedure was undertaken to see if the themes might be factors that 
were listed in the fixed-response questions, or if themes existed that were not covered in 
these questions.  
 Once the themes were identified, the responses were quantified and compared to 
the results from Section 2 in the survey. This procedure allowed the researcher to check 
for consistency in the responses between the quantitative and qualitative portions of the 
survey. 
The second source of qualitative data for this study was a set of telephone 
interviews as case studies. The school in this study enrolls students from almost every 
state in the United States. The former students who were participants in this study were 
no longer in the local area, and were widely spread geographically, so methods such as 
field studies, participant observation, and psychological testing were not practical. 
Therefore, telephone interviews were chosen as the most feasible method of gathering the 
qualitative data. Telephone interviewing may have limited the data because the researcher 






clues. In support of interviews in qualitative research, Seidman (2006) asserted that if a 
researcher’s purpose is to understand how people make meaning of their experiences, 
then interviewing “provides a necessary, if not always completely sufficient, avenue of 
inquiry” (p. 11).  
 Before telephone interviews were conducted, the returned surveys with consent to 
participate in the telephone interviews were purposefully divided into two categories; 
program completers and non-completers. Surveys in each category were then randomly 
selected and the selected participants were telephoned. They were again asked if they 
wished to participate in a telephone interview. If one of those selected declined to 
participate when telephoned, then another participant was randomly selected.  
Several times the telephone numbers called were no longer in service, or not the 
selected participant. These calls resulted in having to again randomly select replacements 
for the interviews. After exhausting all of the surveys from non-completers, only three 
telephone interviews had been conducted with non-completers. To obtain an equal 
number of interviews from completers, three of the interview with completers were 
randomly selected to be used in the qualitative data analysis. 
 Tape recording was not used during the telephone interviews. Researchers 
disagree on tape-recoding interviews in qualitative research (Seidman, 2006), and Rubin 
and Rubin (1995) also noted that the use of recoding devices depends on the situation. To 
encourage students to participate in the interviews, the researcher in this study informed 
the students that the interviews would not be tape recorded. The researcher used written 
notes as a method of data collection. This was manageable due to the small number of 







Because this study was a mixed-method study, the interviews were not as in-depth 
as in a purely qualitative study. The interviewees were first asked to tell something about 
themselves and their families to encourage them to talk. Then, they were asked about 
their choice of aviation training, and finally, they were encouraged to talk about their 
experiences in the school. The interviews averaged about thirty minutes each. 
 The interviews served three purposes. First, comparing answers given in the 
interviews to the written responses in the survey helped to judge the reliability of the 
data. Shavelson (1996) described reliability as “the consistency or dependability of a 
behavioral measurement” (p. 473). The second purpose was to help the researcher to 
more fully understand the reasons given in the surveys for the students choosing aviation 
as a career. Thirdly, the replies to questions regarding problems in school provided some 
insight into why students chose to either persist in their training or to drop out. 
Data Analysis 
 The purpose of the data analysis was to organize the data so that comparisons 
could be made between those students who had completed their aviation programs of 
study and those who had not, and to look for relationships between reasons for choosing 
aviation careers and successful training program completion. Yin (2003) explained that 
the strategy to follow in data analysis is to rely on the theoretical perspective for your 
study. Stake (1995) remarked that analysis and interpretation are attempts to make sense 
of the data. In this study, data analysis was organized to facilitate sensible interpretation 
within the theoretical framework which underpinned the study. 






Using quantitative statistical procedures, the data from the surveys were first analyzed. 
The data from the interviews were then studied and examined qualitatively for any added 
details about why the interviewees had chosen aviation training. Yin (2003) cautioned, 
“No matter what specific analytic strategy or techniques have been chosen, you must do 
everything to make sure that your analysis is of the highest quality” (p. 137). The 
researcher attempted to maintain quality standards throughout both quantitative and 
qualitative analysis in this study. 
Quantitative Portion   
 Section 2 of the quantitative phase of the study asked the respondents to indicate 
when and how they became interested in a career in aviation. The responses for each item 
were totaled and computed as frequencies. These factors were then divided into responses 
from the program completers and non-completers and placed in a table.  
 In Section 3 the study participants were asked to rank factors that influenced their 
decisions to choose a career in aviation. A rank of “1” was the most influence, and a rank 
of “5” was the least influence. These responses were totaled and the mean and standard 
deviation computed for each question. The standard deviation provided an indication of 
which factors were more consistent between respondents. A lower standard deviation 
indicated that there was a greater consensus among the respondents about the importance 
of each factor. 
 The ranking were then converted into rank points and the sum of the ranking 
points for each factor (∑RankPoint) was computed. Each ranking of 1 was assigned a 
rank point of 5, a ranking of 2 was assigned a rank point of 4, a ranking of 3 assigned a 






point of 5. Then the sum of the rank points (∑RankPoint) was calculated. The factors for 
the questions in Section 3 were then rank-ordered according their ∑RankPoint and placed 
in tables.  The factors with the highest ∑RankPoint were determined to be the most 
important to the participants. 
Qualitative Portion 
 In the survey, the participants were asked to explain in their own words in an 
open-response item why they chose to pursue a career in aviation. In the telephone 
interviews they were asked the same question. This provided some test of reliability, 
determining if the response from each participant were consistent. The participants were 
then asked to explain problems they had encountered in school, and how they dealt with 
them.  
 It was necessary to impose order on the qualitative data to determine what 
information it contained. Seidman (2006), speaking about qualitative research, stated that 
before a researcher may work with interview data, it must first be organized. For 
qualitative research, the researcher may code the data looking for themes and patterns. 
 The first step in the data analysis was to separate the responses into those from 
program completers and those from non-completers. Then the data were reviewed and 
divided into smaller categories. The data were reread looking for concepts and themes 
that occurred in one group or the other, and if they were common to both groups. Rubin 
and Rubin (1995) wrote, “Themes are statements that explain why something happened 
or what something means and are built up from the concepts. Concepts reflect the 
underlying ideas with which people label their descriptions and understandings of their 






 The next step in the data analysis was to compare the emerging themes with 
Braxton’s four factors (2000b) for career choice, and how each related to the student’s 
integration into the school. This process directly related the data to the study’s theoretical 
framework as recommended by Yin (2003). Each interviewee had been encouraged to tell 
the story of their experience before, during, and after their aviation training. Rubin and 
Rubin (1995) suggested it can be useful to find and analyze stories when looking for 
underlying meaning and themes. Again, the responses of the completers group were 
compared to those from the non-completers.  
Summary 
 The purpose of this study was to determine if there is a relationship between 
career choice factors and academic success of students at an aviation school. This chapter 
described the research methodologies used. The design of the study was discussed, 
including the rationale for the use of a mixed-method study. The population and sample 
and the study’s instrumentation were described, and methods of data collection and 














PRESENTATION OF FINDINGS 
Introduction 
The purpose of this study was to investigate the reasons why students chose 
careers in aviation, and to determine if there was a relationship between the reasons for 
career choice and student academic success in aviation training. Braxton (2000b) posited 
that influences on college student persistence and departure decisions were derived from 
four theoretical frameworks: economic, organizational, psychological, and sociological. 
The survey questionnaire for this study asked students who had successfully completed 
their course of study at the selected aviation school, and students who were non-
completers, to identify factors that contributed to their choice of aviation as a career.  
This chapter reports the analysis of the data collected from the sample of 57 
students who agreed to participate in the study. All of these students were enrolled in 
1999 and 2000 in a program that led to an Associate of Applied Science degree. These 
included both programs in flight training and in aviation maintenance. Academic success 
in this study was defined as persistence to program completion. The respondents were 
divided into completers and non-completers. 
The first part of this chapter presents descriptive demographic information about 
the sample obtained in the survey and in follow-up interviews. This demographic 
information relates to the students’ backgrounds before entering the college, and their 
status in the college. The second section of this chapter presents data provided by the 
respondents about their knowledge of aviation careers prior to coming to the college. The 






that affected their decision to choose a career in aviation, and why they chose the 
particular college selected for this study. The fourth section presents relevant data from 
the open-ended responses in the survey, and data from follow-up telephone interviews.  
Descriptive statistics were used in analyzing the quantitative data in this study. 
Trochim (2006) explained that descriptive statistics include such measures as 
frequencies, means, and standard deviations. Responses to the open-ended question on 
the survey, and the telephone interview results were analyzed qualitatively by coding and 
grouping of responses.  
Demographic Data 
Of the 57 former students who agreed to participate in the study, 30 (53%) had 
been students in a program leading to an associate’s degree in aviation. This program is 
designed for students seeking to become professional pilots, not simply for those wanting 
a private pilot’s license. Of the 1192 students who enrolled in the selected aviation 
college in 1999 and 2000, 434 (36.4%) were enrolled in associate degree programs in 
aviation (flight). Currently the college has a population that includes 38% in flight 
programs and 62% in aviation maintenance.  
The former students were asked “Did you complete an associate degree at the 
college?” Thirty-eight students (67%) answered “Yes” to this question. In contrast, of the 
1192 students who enrolled in 1999 and 2000 in programs leading to an associate’s 
degree, only 293 (25%) graduated from the school with a degree. No associate degree 
program at the school reported a completion rate higher than 50% in the latest report 
submitted to ACCSCT (personal communication, Senior Vice President for Education, 






what has been reported by the aviation school. 
The participants in the survey were asked to provide information about their level 
of schooling or training before they entered the college. A high school diploma or GED 
equivalency is required to enter the college. The respondents reported the following: 
• Some college, n = 12 (21%), including one bachelor’s degree 
• High school graduate, n = 42 (74%) 
• GED, n = 3 (5%).  
In addition to secondary school and college, 16 of the 57 respondents (28%) had served 
in one branch of the U.S. military before entering the college, receiving some type of 
training. Table 3 compares how completers and non-completers were divided on the 
previous education variable.  
Table 3 
       Prior Training of Respondents by Completers and Non-Completers (N = 57)   
        Some College    High School        GED 
 Completion Category    (n/% of sample)       (n/% of sample) (n/% of sample)  
     Completers              9 (15.8%)      28 (49.1%)                   1 (1.8%)   
     Non-completers              3 ( 5.3%)                 14 (24.6%)                   2 (3.5%)                    
 
Experience Prior to Aviation Training 
 One section of the survey instrument was designed to find what kind of 
experiences related to aviation careers the respondents had before entering college. These 
data were examined to determine if career planning might be related to persistence in 
college, and what influences parents and friends might have had on the students’ 
decisions to choose aviation as a career. This analysis was related to the study’s 
theoretical framework because one of the factors Braxton (2000b) listed as a reason 






In Section 2 of the survey, participants were asked the following questions:  
• When did you first become interested in a career in aviation?  
• How did you first learn about aviation careers?  
• Which of the following aviation jobs was most attractive for you?  
• What types of aviation activities were you involved in before entering the 
college?  
• Who did you know that worked in the aviation industry, civilian or 
military, before you started your aviation career?  
The first question was designed to address how much career planning the students 
might have had before making the decision to choose a career in aviation. Only 10 
respondents (17%) indicated they first became interested in an aviation career after high 
school. The most frequent choice was “Before the 9th grade” with 34 respondents (60%) 
reporting that they were interested in aviation that early. Another 13 (23%) indicated that 
they became interested in aviation as a career when they were in high school (9th grade 
through 12th grade). Thus, it appears that the strong majority (83%) of this sample of 
students developed an interest in an aviation career prior to completion of high school. 
 Table 4 displays how these responses were divided between program completers 
and non-completers. These data suggest that both completers and non-completers tended 
to develop interest in aviation careers prior to high school completion, but that completers 
(86.9%) were somewhat more likely than non-completers (73.7%) to do this, and to 
develop this interest earlier, before the ninth grade. By contrast, non-completers (26.3%) 
were somewhat more likely than completers (13.1%) to develop aviation career interest 







When Students First Became Interested in a Career in Aviation (N = 57)    
        Completers (N = 38)        Non-completers (N = 19)  
  Categories    n      %                    n      %   
   Before the 9th grade             25    65.8%         9   47.4% 
 9th to 12th grade    8    21.1%         5   26.3% 
 After the 12th grade    5    13.1%         5   26.3%  
 
Question 2 in the second section of the survey asked the respondents how they 
had first learned about careers in aviation. One-half (50%) of the responses indicated that 
the students had learned about aviation from family or friends. Media (movies, television, 
books, etc.) was listed by 27% of the students as the way they had learned about aviation 
careers. While 23% had previously reported they had become interested in aviation 
during the time they were in high school, in response to this question only 10% (n = 6) 
indicated that it was in school that they learned about aviation. Eight students (13%) 
listed advertising by aviation schools as the way they had become aware of careers in 
aviation. These data suggest that other sources of interest were important influences in 
these students’ career interest. This was supported by the students’ responses shown in 
Table 5. 
Table 5 shows how the responses to the question “How did you first learn about 
aviation careers?” were divided between program completers and non-completers. The 
total number of responses to this question (n = 62) is greater than the number of 
completed surveys received (N = 57). This is because some respondents listed more than 
one factor that made them aware of aviation as a career. This question supported the 
concept that factors outside of school influenced career awareness and interest and 
provided some insight into what social factors might have influenced these students to 






friends, and media were the strongest influences in these students’ career interest for both 
program completers and non-completers. 
Table 5 
How Students First Learned About Aviation Careers (N = 57)
*
     
              Completers (42 responses*) Non-completers (20 responses*)   
Categories                 f       %                               f      %   
In School         3      7%                   3   15% 
From Family or Friends  23    55%                   8   40% 
Media     10    24%                   7       35% 
Advertising by Aviation Schools   6    14%                   2   10%   
*Some students listed more than one category 
The type of aviation jobs that were most attractive to the students was the focus of 
the next question in Section 2. The large majority of the respondents (66%) listed pilot as 
the job that was most attractive to them. The only other job that received noteworthy 
response was aircraft mechanic (32%). The responses for both program completers and 
non-completers were very similar. Those who were completers chose pilot 70% of the 
time, while 60% of non-completers listed pilot as the most attractive job. Demographic 
data had previously shown that 53% of those who participated in this study were students 
who were seeking a degree as a professional pilot. 
 The respondents were next asked to indicate which of a specified set of aviation 
activities they had been involved in before entering the college. These responses are 
shown in Table 6. Since they were instructed to check all of the activities that applied, the 
total number of responses (n = 72) is greater than the number of participants. The 
percentage of those who indicated that they had flown with friends and family was equal 
to those who responded that they had no aviation experience before college (29%). The 
greatest disparity between program completers and non-completers was in those who had 







Aviation Activities Students Were Involved in Before College (N = 57)
*
    
               Completers (48 responses*) Non-completers (24 responses*)   
Categories                 f       %                     f      %   
Explorer Scouts        3      6%         0        0% 
High School or College ROTC   3      6%         1      4% 
Civil Air Patrol     1      2%         2      8% 
Military      3      6%         6    25% 
Flying with Friends or Family 16    33%         5    21%  
Training at Another School  
     or Facility         9    19%         2        8% 
None     13    27%         8    33%   
*Some students listed more than one activity category  
Non-completers were more likely to have had military experience, but program 
completers were more likely to have had a prior experience at another training facility 
than the non-completers (19% compared to 8%), and prior flying experience with friends 
or family (33% compared to 21%). 
 The final question in Section 2 asked, “Who do you know that worked in the 
aviation industry, civilian or military, before you started your aviation career?” Again, 
the instructions stated to check all choices that applied, and this resulted in 75 responses 
from the 57 respondents.  
Approximately one-half of the responses for both completers (50%) and non-
completers (52%) indicated the student knew either a friend or family member who 
worked in the aviation industry. The largest single response was that approximately one-
third of both completers (30%) and non-completers (36%) stated they knew no one who 
worked in the industry before entering college. Table 7 shows the differences between 









Persons in Aviation Students Knew Before College (N = 57)
*
     
         Completers (50 responses*)   Non-completers (25 responses*)   
Categories            f        %                                     f %   
Family member        13     26%                         6       24% 
Friend          12     24%                         7       28% 
Teacher           3       6%                         2         8% 
Neighbor or acquaintance         7     14%                         1         4% 
No one         15     30%                         9       36%   
*Some students listed more than one category 
 
Factors Affecting Students’ Decisions to Choose a Career in Aviation 
 
 The questions in Section 3 of the questionnaire were designed to explore what 
perceptions and other factors affected the decisions of the students when choosing a 
career in aviation and to determine whether the most observed factors were in keeping 
with the theoretical framework of the study. Comparisons were made between program 
completers and non-completers.  
This was accomplished using the ranking, rank ordering, and ΣRankPoint 
procedures described in Chapter III. A rank of “1” indicated the most influence and the 
greatest influence was shown by the lowest mean (M) in Table 8 and Table 9. The factor 
with the highest ΣRankPoints was determined to be the most significant factor for all of 
the participants.  
Table 8 
Factors That Had the Greatest Influence on Students Choosing Aviation Careers   
                   Completers          Non-completers              Total    
  Categories                 M         SD              M          SD       ∑Rank Points  Rank  
Aviation is exciting             1.388    0.924         1.706      0.985             244              1 
Aviation pays well             2.611    0.964         2.579      1.387             187              2 
Friend or family in aviation    3.914    1.336         3.706      1.356             117              4 
Great demand for workers      3.086    1.147         3.177      1.015             150              3 
Aviation is high-tech  4.057    0.873         3.412      1.176             112              5  
 
The perception that aviation provides an exciting career was ranked by the 






completers were closely clustered around the mean for this factor. The second most 
favorable perception was related to pay. The means for both completers and non-
completers were very close for this factor. However, non-completers were more diverse 
in this area as indicated by the larger standard deviation (SD). Both of these top-ranked 
perceptions related to personal and social gratifications of aviation careers rather than to 
the expectations and influences of friends and family or to employment prospects. 
Table 9 
Persons Who Had the Greatest Influence on Students Choosing Aviation Careers   
                      Completers          Non-completers              Total    
  Categories                     M         SD              M         SD  ∑Rank Points   Rank  
Family member                 1.161    0.583         1.692      1.109            256             1 
Friend                   2.148    0.864         3.182      1.401            135             2 
Teacher       3.652    0.982         4.182      1.079              74             4 
School counselor      4.217    0.998         4.083      1.564              64             5 
Aviation school representative   3.458    1.318         3.071      1.685            122             3  
 
A family member, or a friend in the aviation industry, were leading personal  
influences for students choosing a career in the industry. The poor response for teachers 
and school counselors may indicate a need for more career awareness and guidance in the 
public schools. One respondent wrote the comment “Little knowledge about the subject” 
when asked to rate their teacher and school counselor. 
 When asked why they chose the aviation school they attended (Question 3), 51% 
of the students replied that it was because of the reputation of the school. The second 
largest response was that the students were convinced to attend by the school’s marketing 
personnel (22%). Of the 12 who were convinced by marketing, seven were non-
completers, which may suggest some worthwhile direction for further research. 
Qualitative Data 
 






interviews. The research questionnaire contained one section that allowed for an open-
ended response. The students were asked to respond to the statement: “In your own 
words, please state why you made the decision to pursue a career in aviation.” The 
second part of the study involved telephone interviews with three program completers 
and three non-completers. These data were analyzed using content analysis and thematic 
coding.  
 
Open-Ended Questionnaire Response 
 
 Three prominent themes emerged from the written open-ended responses:  
• Aviation is fun and exciting (26%) 
• The need for a career (28%) 
• Flying has been a life-long dream (33%).  
These data appear to confirm the quantitative indication that 60% of the participants were 
aware of aviation careers before the 9th grade (Table 4) and that 66% of them found pilot 
to be the most interesting career in aviation (see p. 65). They also supported the finding 
that in choosing the factor that most influenced their career decision, “A career in 
aviation is exciting” was the highest ranked factor (Table 8). 
 Some of the comments from the non-completers provided some insight into why 
the student did not graduate. One stated, “Had a background in aviation from the military 
service so I added to my training and attained my FAA license.” This student only 
wanted the FAA license and did not complete a degree.  
Another non-completer stated that, “My parents wanted me to have a ‘real career’ 
and talked me into it as I was making no money at the time doing film and acting work.” 






A non-completing student who was convinced to enter aviation training by the 
school’s marketing department wrote, “I never thought I would be able to go to college 
since I had poor grades in high school…So I took the chance. I am grateful for the 
experience.” This student dropped out of school and returned home. 
Telephone Interviews 
 Six students were randomly chosen for follow-up telephone interviews after the 
survey was completed. The consent forms that indicated the student agreed to be 
interviewed were divided into completers and non-completers. Names were randomly 
drawn from each group until three successful telephone calls in each group were 
completed. 
Table 10 
Participants in Telephone Interviews 
   Pseudonym    Gender     Ethnicity    Age at the Time      Prior     Number of 
        Started School    Schooling  Parents with Degree 
Completers 
 Jesus Avila           M              H                 18-20  HS  0 
 Suzie Bailey         F               W                 21-25     SC                   1 
 Jack Daniels       M  W                18-20                   SC                   2 
Non-Completers 
 Chris Connor       M             W                18-20                  HS                    0 
 Peter Edwards      M              W                25-30                  SC              0 
 James Davis         M              W         Over 30              BS                    0   
 
Program Completers 
Jesus had no prior exposure to aviation and he wanted to attend an automotive 
school. His cousin enrolled at the aviation school in this study and Jesus drove him to the 
school. After seeing the college and the equipment, Jesus decided to enroll also. Neither 
of Jesus’ parents had any college, but Jesus decided to complete an associate’s degree; 
after that he completed a Bachelor of Science in Aviation Technology Management at the 






in a manufacturing environment. 
 Suzie’s father had been in aviation and felt it was no field for a young girl. Suzie 
has been interested in airplanes all of her life but spent two years studying biology. After 
her father died she met an avionics technician associated with the aviation college. She 
enrolled for a degree in aviation electronics. While in school Suzie worked part-time for a 
local airline. She learned that she needed an FAA license to work on the airplanes so she 
enrolled in another degree program. After earning an associate’s degree and certification 
in avionics and mechanics, she stated, “I enjoy spending time working on aircraft and I 
am proud to be a mechanic!” 
 Jack knew he was going to college; both of his parents are teachers. Jack 
remembered the stories his grandfather told about working on airplanes and flying in 
World War II. Jack wanted to do “something different” so he chose aviation. He enrolled 
in a program leading to an associate’s degree in aviation electronics. After completing 
this program, Jack continued into a bachelor’s degree program and graduated with 
honors. He is employed in aviation and plans to complete a master’s degree with his 
company’s tuition reimbursement program. 
 The three completers who participated in the telephone interviews all seemed to 
have definite career goals in mind when they chose to enroll in this school. Two of the 
three students had parents who had college degrees and these two had attended other 
schools before entering the aviation school. All three students enrolled in technical 
programs. While they may have believed aviation is fun and exciting, it appears they 
were more concerned about the need to prepare for a career. All three are currently 







Chris wanted to be an automotive mechanic, but a representative of the aviation 
school convinced Chris to try aviation mechanics. Chris felt out of place at the school; no 
one really explained to him what kind of career he was working toward. Neither of his 
parents had been to college and could not advise him. Chris failed the mathematics 
course that was required before he could get to the mechanics courses. He left the school 
and now works part-time as a cook.  
 Peter had completed a program in aviation electronics and was working in Puerto 
Rico. He was married and had two children, so Peter began to investigate other schools to 
find a better job. He came to the aviation school with seven friends who enrolled in the 
Aviation Maintenance Associate Degree Program. After finishing the technical portion of 
his training, Peter was approached by a local airline. If Peter would get his FAA licenses, 
the airline would hire him. Peter had been away from his wife and family for 18 months. 
So, Peter dropped the degree portion of his schooling and went to work. The airline later 
went bankrupt and Peter returned to Puerto Rico where he now works as a mechanic. 
 James grew up around the airport near the aviation school. As a child he loved to 
build model airplanes. James had no career counseling prior to entering college. He 
earned a business degree at one of the state’s universities and entered the U.S. Marines. 
After his military training, James enrolled in school to become a professional pilot. He 
obtained his license but did not complete the degree portion of the school. He is now a 
captain in a commercial jet with over 12,000 hours of flight time. 
 It appears that this group had less guidance from family when making their career 






aviation when he did not have sufficient math skills to succeed. Two of the other former 
students who were listed as non-completers because they did not complete their degree 
programs, did obtain FAA certification and went on to work in the industry. While these 
two students did not obtain degrees, like the completers their training at this school 

























SUMMARY, CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
The purpose of this study was to determine if there is a relationship between 
career choice factors and student success in aviation training. This chapter presents a 
summary of the study, and the conclusions and recommendations from the data collected. 
This study addressed the following questions: 
1. What are the reasons participating students had for choosing to pursue a career 
     in aviation? 
2. What are the academic success rates of participants in this study? 
3. Is there a relationship between the reasons for the students’ aviation career 
choice and academic success? 
The population of the study was all independent students (students not sponsored 
by their employer or other source) who were enrolled in 1999 or 2000 in programs 
leading to an associate degree in the aviation school chosen for this study  
(N = 1192). Packets containing a survey questionnaire (Appendix A) were mailed to each 
of these students. After two mailings 318 of the packets were returned as undeliverable. 
This reduced the available population to 874. 
 This study used a mixed-methods design consisting of two phases. The first phase 
was quantitative, using a mailed survey questionnaire. The second phase was qualitative 
and consisted of an open-ended question in the questionnaire, and follow-up telephone 
interviews. A total of 57 of the former students returned the questionnaire with a signed 







 The mailed questionnaire consisted of four parts. The first part asked the 
respondents to provide some demographic data about themselves. Section 2 of the 
questionnaire asked the respondents when and how they became interested in a career in 
aviation. After totaling the responses, frequencies were computed. In Section 3 the 
respondents were asked to rank the factors that influenced their decisions to choose a 
career in aviation, a rank of “1” being the most influence and a rank of “5” being the 
least. After converting the ranking into rank points, the sum of the ranking points for each 
factor (∑RankPoint) was computed. The factors with the highest ∑RankPoint were 
determined to be the most important in influencing career choices. 
 Section 4 of the questionnaire provided part of the qualitative data collected.  
The respondents were asked to explain in their own words why they chose to pursue  
a career in aviation. The questionnaires of those respondents who agreed to a telephone 
interview were purposefully divided into program completers and non-completers. Three 
questionnaires were randomly selected from each group to use for the follow-up 
telephone interviews. The data from the telephone interviews were compared to the data 
obtained from the open-ended responses in the questionnaires. 
This study was constrained by several assumptions and limitations. These 
included:  
1. Students were enrolled in only one aviation school during this study, which 
covered one specific period. While the results may be generalizable to all of 
the students in the school used in this study, the results may not be valid for 
other aviation schools. 






and the external validity of the study. 
3. A third limitation was that the sample was volunteer, or self-selected. This 
may have affected the external validity in ways unknown to the researcher. 
4. The researcher used written notes as the method of data collection in the 
telephone interviews. It was assumed that this would be manageable due to 
the small number of interviews and the relatively short duration of each 
telephone call (approximately 30 minutes each). 
5. It was assumed that the researcher was fully aware of personal expectations 
for the study grounded in his personal experience and used this to mitigate 
potential biases in data interpretation. 
Summary of Findings 
 The respondents ranked “Aviation is exciting” as the factor that most influenced 
their decisions to pursue a career in aviation. Two-thirds of the respondents listed pilot as 
the aviation job that was most attractive to them; 70% of the program completers chose 
pilot, while 60% of non-completers listed pilot as the most attractive career choice. 
Completers were more likely to have known someone associated with aviation before 
they decided to pursue a degree in aviation. Completers were also more likely to have 
flown with family or friends before they began school.  
The second most attractive aviation job listed by the respondents was aircraft 
mechanic. While two-thirds of the students had stated they wanted to be pilots, analysis 
of the data from this study found that only 53% of the respondents had been in a program 
leading to an associate’s degree in aviation, seeking to become professional pilots. Nearly 






training. The need for a career that paid well was also an important factor in their career 
choices, and a maintenance job is still a career in aviation.  
  Thirty-eight of the former students answered that they did complete an associate’s 
degree at the college, 67% of those responding. This was in contrast with the completion 
rate for all 1192 students who enrolled in 1999 (19 responses) and in 2000 (38 
responses), which was only 25% according to the participating school’s archival data.  
 There was little difference in the prior schooling reported by completers versus 
non-completers. Twenty-one percent of the respondents had some post-secondary 
schooling before entering the aviation college in this study. The percentage of completers 
and non-completers with post-secondary schooling was almost the same (22% and 20% 
respectively). However, the percentage of non-completers who had some military training 
was more than twice that of the completers. 
 Completers were more likely to learn about a career in aviation earlier than non-
completers were. Almost 66% of the completers stated they learned about aviation 
careers before the ninth grade as compared to less than one-half of the non-completers. 
Both groups of students stated that schools had the least influence on their decisions to 
choose a career in aviation. Family, friends, and media sources clearly were the strongest 
influences for both completers and non-completers in their career decisions.   
 Some of the students classified as non-completers because they failed to complete 
a degree program, did obtain an FAA certification by completing the required classes. 
This was more frequent among the aviation maintenance students, but some pilots also 
were only seeking certain licenses. Some schools consider these students completers, 






licenses, and did not want to complete a degree program.  
Conclusions and Discussion 
While two-thirds of the participants in this study indicated that pilot was the 
aviation career that was most attractive to them, only slightly over one-half (53%) had 
been pursuing an associate’s degree in aviation (flight). Only 36.4% of all of the students 
who enrolled in 1999 and 2000 enrolled in programs to become professional pilots. 
Currently the school’s population consists of 38% flight students and 62% technical 
students. 
When representatives of the school make initial contact with prospective students, 
85% of the applicants say they want to be pilots (School President and CEO, personal 
communication, February 14, 2008). The representatives then begin a screening process 
by asking questions such as: 
• Can you afford the program? 
• What kind of work do you like to do? 
• Do you like mechanics? 
• What would happen if you were hurt and could not fly? 
The representatives may tell the applicants if they go into the mechanics program and get 
their Airframe and Powerplant (A&P) ratings, their employer might pay for them to 
become a pilot later. Even if they go on to flight school, an A&P license would also give 
them a career to fall back on in case they were unable to pass a flight physical some time 
in the future.  
Why do the representatives try to switch the applicants? The tuition for an 






technical degree. If the pilot wants a multi-engine rating, that will add another $6,000 to 
their tuition. Most new pilots find work as flight instructors as a means to build flight 
time before being hired by an airline. To obtain a multi-engine flight instructor rating will 
cost the pilot approximately an additional $9,000. Also, the school requires a $2,000 cash 
deposit be made to a student’s account before they can begin flight training. Most 
applicants are not financially prepared to meet such costs. This financial reality is one 
reason there is a smaller percentage of students in the flight program even though the 
excitement of a flight career makes it appealing and attractive as a career choice. 
 Aviation is exciting and pilot is the most exciting career. However, its realities 
suggest several reasons why many students who believe they want a flight career 
ultimately move into a technical training alternative. When students state they learned 
about aviation before high school, many probably actually viewed a careen in aviation as 
flying. Their dream is usually to become a jet pilot. Unless they had a friend or family 
member who worked in aviation, they probably did not understand the time, and the 
expense, involved in flight training. Students seeking to enter flight training must pass a 
flight physical and undergo a background investigation. Also, the academic requirements 
are higher for entry into flight school than that for aviation technical training.  
Many secondary school teachers and counselors may not prepared to help their 
students make informed decisions about the different careers in aviation. As one 
respondent stated, their counselor had “Little knowledge about the subject.” STEMTEC 
is a five year project looking for ways to improve education for science and mathematics 
teachers (STEMTEC, 2008, Mission Statement). This project will also make sure that 






to incorporate modern educational technology in the classroom. These teachers should be 
much better prepared to advise students about careers such as aviation. 
 Because of the college’s screening process for many of these factors, the 
percentage of students enrolling in flight programs at the college is reduced. Some 
students who switch to mechanic training at the college discover that the mechanics 
program is not something that interests them. Some of these students, who are adamant 
about becoming pilots, will switch to pilot training. However, many of these students do 
not have the financial ability to switch, or are frustrated because they were not initially 
placed in the program they wanted, and will become dropouts.  
 The Dean of College Programs for the school in this study stated that attrition at 
the school has consistently been above 60% for the past ten years (personal 
communication, July 21, 2003). Yet 67% of the participants in this study reported that 
they had completed their programs with the associate’s degree, as compared to 25% of 
the total population of 1192 students who enrolled in 1999 and 2000. One might wonder 
if low graduation rates might affect the college’s accreditation status. However, the 
school’s accrediting body, ACCSCT (2006b), requires that schools accredited by them 
graduate only 35% of the students enrolled in programs of two or more years to meet the 
minimum graduation requirements for accreditation. 
Why did the students in this study report such a high completion rate? This 
variance may be because completers were more likely to respond to the questionnaire 
than non-completers were. Morris and Maisto (2002) asserted that poor school 
performance can result in a drop in self-esteem, and that this is even more likely if the 






Morris and Maisto also claimed that persons who had bad experiences would like to 
forget them, and might try to “rewrite” their memories by refusing to talk about these 
experiences.  
The small sample (57 respondents) might have skewed the results. Shavelson 
(1996) explained that a sample size of 30 or more is sufficient to determine the shape of 
the sampling distribution. However, the larger the sample, the closer the mean of the 
sample will be to the mean of the population. Also, if the researcher was able to obtain 
other samples from this population, the mean of the means of those samples would 
approximate the population mean. 
As Williams (2006, August 27) reported, after the attack on the World Trade 
Center in 2001, aviation jobs declined sharply. Of the 57 respondents, 19 enrolled in 
1999 and 38 enrolled in 2000. The majority of the students enrolled in 1999 could have 
completed the requirements for an FAA license, dropped their associate’s degree, and 
accepted employment before 9/11. As one respondent stated, “In 2000 there were jobs 
abundant.” This might be one reason for the high attrition rate for the entire population. 
The students who enrolled in 2000 may not have had the jobs available, and decided to 
remain in school and graduate with a degree. Because twice as many of the respondents 
enrolled in 2000, this might be one reason for the high completion rate reported by the 
participants in this study. 
Even though this college is a technical school, to obtain an associate’s degree the 
students must take classes in mathematics, physics, and the humanities. Often these 
classes are scheduled before the students are allowed to take the technical classes. Like 






have to pass mathematics and physics. Chris’ parents had not attended college, and no 
one explained to him what he would have to do to be successful as an aviation mechanic. 
Most of the students must work part-time, and have little time to find academic help. 
Tinto (1993) explained that if these students find no support from faculty and staff, after a 
time they either become discouraged or quit. A few will become academically ineligible 
and are suspended from school.    
One solution for some technical students who struggle with the academic classes 
is to drop the associate’s degree and graduate with a diploma. While they are not 
completers within the degree program under this option, they do have the technical 
training necessary to obtain FAA certifications, and to work in the aviation industry. 
Often these students will work for a period of time and then contact the college about 
how they might complete their associate’s degree. Students such as these were labeled 
“stop-outs” by Tinto (1993). Or, as Choy (2002) found in one study, some students will 
complete their degrees at another institution. 
The data from the study revealed that a much larger percentage of respondents 
who had been involved in military aviation before school were non-completers (25% 
compared to 6%). Sometimes, once into the training, these students find that the careers 
for which they are training for are not what they believed them to be. Like other students, 
the prior military students may have discovered that they were employable with only the 
technical training, and decided not to complete a degree program. Many of these students 
are adult learners who have families to support and want to get into the industry as 
quickly as possible. Hagedorn (2005) described this phenomenon by stating that 






education satisfied with their experience. 
Some of the prior military students are in school for vocational rehabilitation. 
This situation, plus the adult status of prior military students, suggest several possible 
reasons for a higher non- completion rate. To obtain medical attention from the Veterans 
Affairs hospital, military veterans must travel out of town, and absences can result in 
these students falling behind in class. The veteran student may have been out of school 
for several years and need special attention. Also, it may be a problem for the prior 
military students to adjust to being in class with younger students, who may not 
understand the special needs the veterans may have.  
The school provides a clerk to assist the veterans with scheduling classes and 
obtaining their tuition benefits. When problems arise, the veterans must speak with their 
VA representative by telephone, or again miss class to drive to another city. The school 
has no organization on campus for the veterans. This is a problem caused by an internal 
factor in the school, mentioned by Tinto (1993) as one potential cause of student non-
persistence. Also, there is little activity at the school to involve families of the students. 
Moxley et al. (2001) claimed that external communities of support such as community 
services could help institutions reduce attrition. 
The data in this study appear to indicate that at least two factors external to the 
school contribute to higher success in aviation training: 
1. Students who are made aware of aviation as a career earlier are more likely to   
    succeed in their training. 
2. Students who had either friends or family in aviation who could explain what a 






Students who were well informed were more likely to have career goals that would allow 
them to be integrated into the program, and the school, of their choice. These students 
were apparently better prepared to deal with the problems they encountered in school 
because they understood how the experiences in school would help them reach their 
career goals. 
 Students who chose aviation only because they thought it would be fun are 
apparently more likely to be unprepared for college, both academically and financially, 
than those students who really understood the demands of the training. Additionally, 
those students who were convinced to switch from the aviation career of their choice to 
another appear to be more at risk to become dropouts. Friends and family who have had 
experiences in the industry are more likely to help the students make informed decisions 
rather than admission representatives who may put the needs of the school before the 
needs of the students. 
School counselors were ranked by the respondents as having the least influence 
on their choice of aviation as a career (see Table 9). Laughlin (2001) wrote that 
counselors at Native American schools were often unprepared to assist students in 
making a career decision. This may well be the case in many small school districts 
throughout the country. While some teachers may have had some experiences in aviation 
(such as serving in the military), counselors are less likely to have been involved in 
careers such as aviation mechanics. 
Even though Smith (1999) reported that the Experimental Aircraft Association 
provides curriculum materials to schools, some schools do not take advantage of these 






may not be aware of. The school in this study offered a workshop for teachers and 
counselors last summer. The school offered to pay the teachers’ travel expenses and 
living expenses if they attended the workshop. The workshop was cancelled because of 
an insufficient response. 
Recommendations 
 The school is this study is working hard to improve student retention. The 
findings and conclusions of this study can provide some insight into development of new 
programs that might assist the school in this effort. It must be understood that these new 
programs will not provide immediate relief in most cases. The school must be committed 
to long-term goals that can become a part of their strategic plan. 
  The following recommendations, to be a part of the school’s student retention 
program, are offered: 
• Partner with public school systems in the areas where the school is 
licensed to sell its programs in an effort to increase career awareness. 
These programs should begin as early as elementary school, and continue 
throughout high school.  
• Sponsor teacher workshops at the college, and participate in such 
workshops that may be offered at local schools, to make educators more 
aware of the types of careers that exist in aviation. High school counselors 
should be provided materials that would assist them in answering the 
questions of students interested in pursuing a career in aviation. 
• Work with professional groups in the aviation industry in their efforts to 






groups as the Aircraft Owners and Pilots Association, Professional 
Aviation Maintenance Association, Aircraft Electronics Association, 
Women in Aviation, and others to provide students with chances to 
become involved with aviation professionals, and to understand the true 
requirements of various aviation careers. 
• Promote the establishment of more student organizations at the school. In 
addition to local chapters of professional organizations, support groups for 
veterans, families of students, and students with special needs can provide 
assistance for students and help them to feel more a part of the school 
community. 
• Use some instrument such as My Vocational Situation to assist applicants 
in making their career choices.  
The earlier students make decisions to pursue careers in aviation, the better the chance 
that they will be prepared for college when the time comes. Through early and accurate 
career awareness and guidance, students can be advised about what type of classes they 
need to prepare for college; they can take part in activities such as demonstration flights 
and maintenance contests to see if aviation is what they believed it to be; and they can 
begin to prepare financially for the cost of a career in their chosen field. 
 The following recommendations are offered for further research: 
• Repeat this study using another method to collect data that would increase 
the sample size.  
• Repeat this study at another aviation school to determine if the findings 






• Conduct a follow-up study to determine the difference in jobs, earnings, 
and other factors that exist between completers and non-completers. 
• Identify the factors that resulted in the lower completion rates for students 
with prior military service. 
• Determine how many school districts where the college sells its programs 
have career awareness programs before high school. 
• Determine if the college’s participation in career awareness programs in 
public schools increases the number of applications the college receives. 
• Conduct a study to determine if students who participate in career 
awareness programs before high school are more likely to persist in 
college. 
Increasing student retention should be an essential part of any college’s strategic plan. 
Many questions remain unanswered concerning why students persist in the aviation 
college that was the subject of this study, or why they drop out. This study was a first step 
in such an understanding. Hopefully, this study will open a line of research that can help 
to find the answers to some of these questions, and ultimately to better meet the needs of 
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A Study of Career Choice Factors  
and Students’ Academic Success at an Aviation School 
 
This questionnaire is designed to determine why students choose careers in aviation, and 
to determine if there is a relationship between the reasons for career choice and student 
academic success in aviation training. All responses will be confidential: do not include 
your name or any identifying numbers on this questionnaire.  
 
1. Please answer the following questions about your training at Spartan School of 
Aeronautics by circling the correct response. 
 
Did you enter Spartan as an associate degree student?     Yes No 
 
Did you add an associate degree after entering Spartan?   Yes     No 
 
Did you complete an associate degree at Spartan?    Yes     No 
 
Did you graduate from Spartan without an associate degree?  Yes     No 
             
 
2. Please check the answer that best describes your interest in aviation as a career. 
 
When did you first become interested in a career in aviation? 
 
   Before the 9th grade 
   9th to 12th grade 
   After the 12th grade 
 
How did you first learn about aviation careers? 
 
   In school 
   From family or friends 
   Media (Movies, television, books, etc) 
   Advertising by aviation schools 
 
Which of the following aviation jobs was most attractive for you? 
 
   Pilot 
   Flight Attendant 
   Aircraft Mechanic 










What types of aviation activities were you involved in before entering Spartan? Check all 
that apply. 
 
   Explorer Scouts 
   High school or college ROTC 
   Civil Air Patrol 
   Military 
   Flying with friends or family 
   Training at another school or facility 
   None 
 
Who did you know that worked in the aviation industry, civilian or military, before you 
started your aviation career? Check all that apply. 
 
   Family member 
   Friend 
   Teacher 
   Neighbor or acquaintance 
   No one         
             
 
3. Please rank the following using “1” to be the greatest influence, “2” the next 
highest, through “5”, the least influence. 
 
Which of the following factors do you believe most influenced your decision to choose a 
career in aviation? 
 
   A career in aviation is exciting 
   A career in aviation pays well 
   A friend or family member works in the aviation industry 
   There is a great demand for workers in the aviation industry 
   Aviation is one the leading careers in computers and technology 
 
Who do you believe had the most influence in your decision to choose a career in 
aviation? 
 
   Family member 
   Friend 
   Teacher 
   School Counselor 











What was the factor that most influenced your decision to attend Spartan School of 
Aeronautics? 
 
   Knew someone who had attended Spartan 
   Spartan’s reputation is well-know in the industry  
   Spartan was the only aviation school I was aware of 
   School counselor recommended Spartan 
   Spartan representative convinced me to attend Spartan 
 
4. In your own words, please state why you made the decision to pursue a career in 
aviation. 
 
             
 
             
 
             
 
             
 




   Male 
   Female 
 
Age when entering Spartan 
 
   Under 18 years of age 
   18 through 20 years of age 
   21-25 years of age 
   25-30 years of age 




   Single 













Prior schooling before entering Spartan 
 
   GED 
   High School Graduate 
   Associates Degree 
   Bachelors Degree 




   U.S. Air Force 
   U.S. Navy 
   U.S. Army 
   U.S. Marine Corps 


















































































Your class at Spartan College of Aeronautics and Technology has been selected to 
participate in a research study titled “A Study of Career Choice Factors and Students’ 
Academic Success at an Aviation School.” This research is being conducted through 
Oklahoma State University, and has been reviewed and approved by the Institutional 
Review Board of Oklahoma State University. 
 
This study will describe the reasons why students choose careers in aviation and 
determine of there is a relationship between the reasons for career choice and academic 
success. The study will consist of a survey questionnaire and a telephone interview. 
 
Your participation is voluntary! 
 
Your participation would be appreciated. It should take you no more than thirty minutes 
to complete the questionnaire. If you would like to participate in the telephone interview 
portion of the study, the interview will take about thirty minutes. If you do not wish to 
participate in the study, please return the forms in the enclosed envelope. 
 
If you choose to participate in the survey portion, sign the enclosed consent form and 
complete the questionnaire. Return both forms in the enclosed envelope. 
 
If you would be willing to participate in a follow-up telephone interview, please sign the 
enclosed consent form and return it with the completed questionnaire. The telephone 
interviews will be conducted after the survey portion of the study has been completed. 
 
Do not put your name on the questionnaire. 
 
I will separate your consent form from the questionnaire, and only I will have access to 
the completed questionnaires. All records of this research will be kept exclusively by the 
researcher, under lock and key at his residence. After the research has been concluded, 
and the dissertation approved, all records will be destroyed. 
 
Your answers will be kept confidential and at no time will your answers appear with your 
name, your program, or your school. A copy of the consent form is on the back of this 
letter for your future reference. Your participation is voluntary and you may withdraw 
from the study at any time if you choose to do so. No direct or indirect benefits are 
associated with your participation in this research study. 
 
Thank you for taking the time to assist me with this research. If you have any questions, 
please contact me at 1-800-331-1204. If you have questions regarding your rights as a 
research participant, you may call the Office of Research Compliance Division of the 











James F. “Frank” Pendergrass 
Doctoral Student at Oklahoma State University 
3516 S. Toledo Place 
Tulsa, OK  74135 
Telephone: 918-743-0546 (Home) 

































































































A Study of Career Choice Factors 
And Students’ Success at an Aviation School 
 
Investigators: James F. Pendergrass, MS, Graduate Student, Oklahoma State University 
Dr. Lynna J. Ausburn, PhD, Advisor 
 
Purpose: This is a research study to describe the reasons why students choose careers in aviation 
and to determine of there a relationship between the reasons for career choice and 
academic success. All students who enrolled in Spartan School of Aeronautics in the year 
2000 are being asked to participate in this study. The study will seek to determine why 
you chose a career in aviation and why you were successful in your training, or why you 
did not persist in your chosen field of study. 
 
Procedures: You will first be asked to complete a questionnaire containing questions about your 
training at Spartan, your reasons for choosing a career in aviation, and some demographic 
data about yourself. This questionnaire should take no more than thirty minutes of your 
time. Your participation is entirely voluntary. 
 
 After the survey is completed, ten students will be randomly selected to participate in a 
telephone interview. If you choose to participate in these interviews, this will allow you 
to more fully explain your reasons for choosing a career in aviation and your experience 
at Spartan. These interviews will not be audiotaped. The interview should last about 
thirty minutes. Again, your participation is entirely voluntary. 
 
Risks of Participation: There are no known risks associated with this project which are greater  
                                      than those ordinarily encountered in daily life. 
 
Benefits: Participants in this study will not realize any direct benefits. However, this study should 
provide information that will enable schools in the future to better design programs to 
assist students in their efforts to remain in school and complete their chosen field of 
study. 
 
Confidentiality: All of the information obtained in this study will be stored at the residence of the 
principal investigator and kept under lock and key. Data files, consent forms, and codes 
will be stored in separate locations. The principal investigator will conduct all telephone 
interviews. No one other that the investigators and the OSU IRB will have access to 
consent records and data files. The data will be compiled and reported in a dissertation. 
No individual data, real names of schools, or of students will be used. All information 
will be destroyed after the dissertation is approved, not later than two years after the 
completion of the data collection. The OSU IRB has the authority to inspect consent 
records and data files to assure compliance with approved procedures. 
 
Compensation: No compensation will be offered for your participation in this study. 
 
Contacts: If you have any concerns or questions, or if you wish to end any participation in the 





 James F. Pendergrass, Principal Investigator  Dr. Lynna J. Ausburn, Advisor 
 3516 S. Toledo Place    College of Education  
 Tulsa, OK  74135    Willard Hall 217 
 jpendergrass3@cox.net    Oklahoma State University 
      (405) 744-8322 







For information on subjects’ rights, contact Dr. Sue Jacobs, IRB Chair,                          
415 Whitehurst Hall, Oklahoma State University, 405-744-1676 
 
Participant Rights: Your participation in this study is entirely voluntary. You may choose to complete 
the questionnaire only, or to also participate in the telephone interview. You may 
later choose to discontinue any activity, at any time, without reprisal or penalty. 
 
Do you consent to participate in this research activity?            Yes          No  
 
 
Do you consent to participate in the telephone interview?                 Yes                    No 
 
If yes, please enter your telephone number       
 
  
I have read and fully understand the consent form. I sign freely and voluntarily.                 
A copy has been given to me.   
 
 
                    
  Signature of Participant                                                                   Date                       
 
 
I certify that I have personally explained this document before requesting that the participant sign it. 
 
 
                  
































































A Study of Career Choice Factors 
and Students’ Academic Success at an Aviation School 
 
Telephone Interview Script (Completers) 
 
Hello        , this is Frank Pendergrass. Thank you for 
agreeing to participate in this telephone interview. Do you have a few minutes now to 
answer a few questions? 
 
Thanks. These questions will help to better understand how your choice of aviation as a 
career affected your studies at Spartan. 
 
Telephone Interview Questions 
 
   1. Have you signed and returned the consent for giving me permission to conduct 
          this interview? 
 
   2. Do you have any questions about your participation in this research study? 
 
  3. Once again, please describe your reasons for choosing a career in aviation. 
 
4. When you arrived in Tulsa, what were your impressions of Spartan? 
 
  5. Did the staff at Spartan explain the type of career your training would prepare you 
          for? 
 
   6. Describe the indoctrination you received before beginning school. 
 
   7. Did you have an opportunity to talk with students who were already taking classes 
          in your program? 
 
     8. Did you encounter many problems while you were in school at Spartan? Describe 
           how you were able to overcome these problems. 
 
 9. Describe any changes the school might make to help students complete their 
training more easily. 
 
     10. Are you currently working in the career field in which you trained? If so, is the 
           work what you expected? If not, why are you not working in your chosen field? 
     
     11. Would you recommend aviation training to a friend or family member? Why or 










confidential. None of the information will be linked with your name, and none of the 




























































A Study of Career Choice Factors  
and Students’ Academic Success at an Aviation School 
 
Telephone Interview Script (Non-completers) 
 
Hello        , this is Frank Pendergrass. Thank you for 
agreeing to participate in this telephone interview. Do you have a few minutes now to 
answer a few questions? 
 
Thanks. These questions will help to better understand how your choice of aviation as a 
career affected your studies at Spartan. 
 
Telephone Interview Questions 
 
   1. Have you signed and returned the consent for giving me permission to conduct 
          this interview? 
 
   2. Do you have any questions about your participation in this research study? 
 
  3. Once again, please describe your reasons for choosing a career in aviation. 
 
4. When you arrived in Tulsa, what were your impressions of Spartan? 
 
  5. Did the staff at Spartan explain the type of career your training would prepare you 
          for? 
 
   6. Describe the indoctrination you received before beginning school. 
 
   7. Did you have an opportunity to talk with students who were already taking classes 
          in your program? 
 
    8. Describe the problems you encountered that prevented you from completing your 
          training. 
 
9. Describe any changes the school might make to help students complete  
    their training more easily. 
 
       10. Describe any training you have completed after leaving Spartan. 
 
    11. Describe the type of work you are currently doing. If you are not working in  
          aviation, do you still have a desire to pursue an aviation career?   
 
Thanks      , I appreciate your help. Your answers will remain 
confidential. None of the information will be linked with your name, and none of the 
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Findings and Conclusions:  The participants in this study ranked “Aviation is exciting” as 
the factor that most influenced their decisions to pursue a career in aviation, and 
two-thirds listed pilot as the aviation job that was most attractive to them. Even 
though the completion rate for the population in the study was only 25%, 67% of 
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Program completers were more likely to have learned about aviation careers 
earlier than non-completers, and both completers and non-completers indicated 
that family, friends, and media sources were the strongest influence in their career 
choices. The data in this study appear to indicate that at least two factors external 
to the school in the study contribute to higher success in aviation training. 
1. Students who are made aware of aviation as a career earlier are more likely to 
succeed in their training. 
2. Students who had either friends or family in aviation who could explain what 
a career in aviation consisted of were more likely to succeed. 
 Students who were well informed were more likely to have career goals that 
would allow them to be integrated into the program, and the school, of their 
choice. These students were apparently better prepared to deal with the problems 
they encountered in school because they understood how their experiences in 
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